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ABSTRACT
Dropping out of high school has become a reality for far too many Hispanic high
school students. Some estimates have the Hispanic dropout rate at close to 50% (Stutz &
Hobbs, 2008). Research on factors contributing to this high dropout rate is well
documented and schools across the nation are well aware of the problem. But in spite of
this knowledge, the dropout epidemic persists.
The purpose of this study was to determine, from a student perspective, what can
be done to reduce the number of Hispanic dropouts. Forty-six at-risk Hispanic seniors in
a small Texas high school along the Mexican-American border participated in this study
by documenting their educational experiences in personal biographies written a few
weeks before graduation. From these students 9 were selected to participate in one of four
focus group interviews to obtain more detailed information. All students participating in
the study were considered to be resilient because of their ability to overcome multiple,
identified at-risk traits in their lives.
Analysis of the data derived from these students led to the identification of
barriers to graduation, ways of overcoming these barriers and ultimately 16 resiliency
factors contributing to their successful completion of high school. Implications for
students, parents and school personnel are also provided to help illuminate what can be
done to help more Hispanics in similar situations to experience the same success as these
students by graduating from high school.
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Chapter 1 – Introduction to the Study
Introduction
Yesterday, 7,200 hundred students dropped out of school (Swanson, 2010).
Tomorrow, another 7,200 students will drop out of school. In one year, almost one
million three hundred thousand students will drop out of school (Swanson, 2010). It is no
wonder that multiple national news outlets have reported on the nations “dropout crisis”
referring to the United States as a “Dropout Nation” and labeling thousands of high
schools as “dropout factories” (CNN, 2006; MSNBC, 2007; Sawchuk, 2009; Thornburgh,
2006). As a result, the dropout problem in the United States has reached epidemic
proportions (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006). Nationally, only 68.8% of all high
school students complete high school within four years (Swanson, 2010). Of all noninstitutionalized 18-24 year olds, only 81% have a high school diploma (Chapman, Laird,
& KewalRamani, 2010). Adding incarcerated youth to this total lowers the percentage to
under 80%. All told, 32 million Americans over the age of 18 have not completed high
school. And today, 7,200 more students will be added to that total.
The Hispanic Dropout Problem
For Hispanic students these numbers are even more alarming. Only Fifty percent
of Hispanic students graduate in 4 years and 36.97% of all adult Hispanics do not have a
diploma (Bridgeland, et al., 2006; US Census Bureau, 2010). For Hispanic males, only
about 48% graduate from high school on time (Levin, 2009). Even amongst the youngest
adult Hispanic population, 18-24 year-olds, only slightly over 68% have finished high
school (US Census Bureau, 2010). These numbers equate to 11.5 million Hispanics, more
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than 1/3 of the total dropout population, who do not have a basic high school diploma
(US Census Bureau, 2010).
Additionally, the disparity between the status dropout rate between Hispanics and
other ethnicities is high. The US Department of Education defines the status dropout rate
as the percentage of 16-through 24-year-olds who are not enrolled in school and have not
earned a high school diploma or an equivalent credential (Chapman, et al., 2010). In
2008, the status dropout rate for Hispanics was 18.3%. This number is nearly four times
higher than that of Whites (4.8%) and almost two times higher than for Blacks (9.9%)
(Chapman, et al., 2010).
Specifically, the Hispanic dropout rating is a growing concern. Hispanics are the
fastest growing ethnic minority group in the nation (US Census Bureau, 2010). Including
immigration and birth rates the Hispanic growth rate dwarfs that of Whites. Between the
years 2000 and 2008, the Hispanic population in the United States grew by 29%, while
the White, non-Hispanic population grew by only 4% (Fry, 2008). “By 2025, the US
Census bureau predicts that one of every four students will be Latino and that the
population will continue to become more Hispanic” (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p.
17). “In 2050, there will be more school-age Hispanic children [in the nation] than
school-age non-Hispanic White children” (Fry & Gonzales, 2008, p. i) .
Currently, in our nation’s two most populated states, California and Texas, the
number of Hispanic school age children has already passed that of Whites and is expected
to be over 50% in both states by the end of the decade. Texas and California are
“traditional” Hispanic states, but other states such as Arkansas, South Carolina, North
Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, and Kentucky are experiencing Hispanic growth rates from
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362.1% to 448.7% (Fry, 2008). A rapidly growing population coupled with poor
graduation rates equals a Latino education crisis.
Never before have we been faced with a population group on the verge of
becoming the majority in significant portions of the country that is also the lowest
performing academically. And never before has the economic structure been less
forgiving to the undereducated” (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p. 18).
Texas Dropout Rates
The dropout rate in Texas, the state where this study takes place, is even higher
than the national average. The statewide Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS)
data indicates that only 2.7% of Texas high school and junior high school age students
dropped out of school in 2008 (Texas Education Agency, 2009-2010). The widely
publicized 2.7% dropout rate is rather misleading. First, the rate includes grades 7 and 8
which drastically increases the number of total students involved in the data and only
slightly adds to the overall dropout data because most dropouts occur after the 8 th grade.
Secondly, this number is reported based on data provided by the district and used to
determine a district’s accountability rating. Factors affecting a districts accountability
rating have been shown in the past to have been manipulated in order to enhance a district
or campus’ state rating. For example, in 2002 a Houston data entry clerk changed the
coding on 30 students at Sharpstown High School so that they would not be counted as
dropouts and thus the school was able to report an artificially lower dropout rate (Leung,
2004). Because of this change, the campus and the district were then able to maintain
their accountability rating (Leung, 2004).
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A better indicator of how well a district is doing in graduating students is the
attrition rate. The attrition rate can be found by comparing the total number of students
in 9th grade as compared to the total number of students in 12 th grade four years later. In
Texas, the overall state attrition rate between ninth graders in 2005 (383,353) and twelfth
graders in 2009 (268,130) indicates that only 69.94% of the students made it to their
senior year (Texas Education Agency, 2009-2010). This means that 115,223 students, or
almost 1/3 of the classified 9 th graders in 2005 did not reach grade 12 four years later.
In fact, according to the Dallas Morning News, some schools in Texas have
attrition rates hovering around 50% (Stutz & Hobbs, 2008). Schools in which less than
50% of their 9th grade class graduate from high school four years later are described as
having a weak promotive power (R. Balfanz & Legters, 2004). This weak promotive
power led the national media to label 2000 high schools across the nation as dropout
factories. Two hundred and fifty six high schools in Texas were identified as dropout
factories.
One of the primary attributes of a dropout factory is the school majority-minority
ethnic breakdown. Majority-minority schools are identified as schools in which the
majority of the student population belongs to one ethnic minority group. Forty percent of
all Hispanic students attend a majority-minority school in which graduation is not the
norm for more than half of the student population (R. Balfanz & Legters, 2004). In Deep
South Texas, 23 schools were identified as dropout factories and all of them were
majority-minority schools containing a Hispanic population over 95%.
The official graduation rate of high schools in the southern most region of Texas
is 71.9%, one of the lowest percentages in the state (Texas Education Agency, 2009-
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2010). One of the largest districts in the region had 4,144 ninth graders in 2005 and only
2,268 seniors four years later (Texas Education Agency, 2009-2010). A loss of almost
2,000 high school students for one city in south Texas is unacceptable for the community
and the state. Other districts, including the district in this study, report similar attrition
and dropout rates resulting in a steadily growing under-educated workforce.
Economic Concerns
A less educated work force, earns less, is unemployed more often, and brings in
less tax revenue. Localities with a large uneducated work force have a more difficult
time attracting business and sustaining economic growth (Kimball, 2006). Additionally,
government entities spend more on social programs because high school dropouts are
more likely to be teen parents, commit crimes, rely on government health care and use
public services such as food stamps and housing assistance. “Dropouts represent a
tremendous loss of human potential and productivity, and they significantly reduce the
nation’s ability to compete in an increasingly global economy” (Alliance for Excellent
Education, 2009, p. 3).
“Dropouts are a drain on the nation’s economy” (Alliance for Excellent
Education, 2009, p. 3). Students who fail to finish high school make on average $9,634
per year less than a student who graduates from high school (Alliance for Excellent
Education, 2009). Dropouts earn less and are also more likely to be unemployed than
high school graduates (US Census Bureau, 2010). In February of 2010, the Bureau of
Labor Statistics reported that the unemployment rate for high school dropouts was 15.6%
compared to 10.5% for high school graduates (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010). On an
individual basis, high school drop outs are three times more likely to live in poverty (N.
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C. Patterson, Beltyukova, Berman, & Francis, 2007) and eight times more likely to go to
jail than high school graduates (Kimball, 2006).
Dropouts from the class of 2009 alone remove an estimated $335 billion in lost
income over the course of their lifetime from our nation’s economy (Alliance for
Excellent Education, 2009). Annually, $260 billion dollars are lost in earnings, taxes,
and social services (Hoyle & Collier, 2006). At our current pace, the nation can expect to
have over 13 million dropouts in the next decade resulting in an economic loss of $3
trillion dollars (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2009). A Texas A & M research study
predicts that by the year 2040 thirty percent of the work force in Texas will not have a
high school diploma, crippling the state’s already fragile economy (Rapoport &
Thevenot, 2009).
Statement of the Problem
The problem is clear, the United States is facing a dropout epidemic that threatens
the nation’s educational and economic future. The crisis is compounded by the fact that
while Hispanics are the fastest growing race in the country, they are also the least likely
to graduate from high school and are thus the most undereducated population group in the
nation. Clearly, “the most urgent challenge for the American educational system [today]
has a Latino face” (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p. 1). The purpose of this research
study is to address the need to increase the educational attainment level of Hispanic
students and the number of Hispanic students graduating from high school.
Large numbers of high school age students failing to graduate from school is not a
new phenomenon. President Carter introduced the Youth Act of 1980 to ear mark $4
billion annually for programs to re-enroll high school dropouts and to keep highly at-risk
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students in school (Center for Labor Market Studies, 2009). Since this time, the public
awareness of the dropout problem and the number of research studies devoted to the
phenomenon have steadily increased. Within the past 10 years, numerous studies have
been published shedding light on why students dropout, who is more likely to dropout,
and characteristics of dropouts and potential dropouts in hopes of keeping them in school.
Other studies have addressed programs aimed at reducing the dropout rate, as well as
what “successful” schools are doing to increase the number of students completing high
school. Broader, more comprehensive studies identify both the dropouts and possible
solutions to the dropout problem. Examples include classic studies such as Bridgeland,
Dilulio & Morison’s (2006) The Silent Epidemic: Perspective of High School Dropouts,
Balfanz and Legters’ (2004) Locating the Dropout Crisis, Swanson’s (2003) book Who
Graduates? Who Doesn’t? A Statistical Portrait of Public High School Graduation,
Class of 2001, and more recently Gándara and Contreras’ (2009) book The Latino
Education Crisis: The Consequences of Failed Social Practices. But this research study
is unique in that the voices of average Hispanics students who did succeed and who did
graduate in spite of multiple, identifiable at-risk traits are being heard and analyzed.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this dissertation is to identify protective factors, traits or qualities
in the lives of Hispanic high school graduates who have multiple, identifiable at-risk
traits, as defined by the state of Texas and in the dropout literature, by reviewing their
recollections of their educational history from childhood through the last six weeks of
school before graduation. The tales of the average, every day Hispanic, whose success
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was not achieved academically in high school, but whose best is yet to come, have been
silent. In a graduating class of hundreds, what kept the lowest ranked graduate from
being the last to dropout? What, or who, kept them on pace to graduate, when so many,
just like them, resolved to surrender to the difficulties of Hispanic adolescence. The
purpose of this study is to investigate what protective factors contributed to the resiliency
and eventual high school graduation of Hispanics possessing multiple at-risk factors.
“Education is the single most effective way to integrate the burgeoning population
of Latinos into the US economy and society” (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p. 13).
The goals of this study are to determine what is effective-- educationally, socially, and
intrinsically-- for some Hispanic students in Deep South Texas. Determining what
helped these students maintain their resiliency can be used in the evaluation of current
programs and the implementation of new ones. More importantly, as businesses have
done for centuries, educators must listen to their constituents and continually evolve to
produce the highest quality product possible. By listening to the voices of the
underserved, educators can make the necessary changes to ensure that all students,
regardless of race and economic standing, can graduate fully prepared for the 21st
century from any high school in America.
The specific research questions to be addressed are
(1) What factors do these resilient students identify as obstacles as to why
students dropout and how did they overcome these obstacles in their personal lives?
(2) What factors contributed to the resiliency and eventual high school graduation
of Hispanic students possessing multiple at-risk factors in a South Texas high school?
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Dropout Risk Factors
Some of the risk factors identified in the research include poor academic
performance, low socioeconomic status, behavioral problems, being limited English
proficient, not having an older family member who has graduated from high school,
excessive absenteeism, the lack of a caring adult in the child’s life, being sexually active
before the age of 15, type of household, household size, being in special education, being
a male, a minority, or attending a school where graduation is not the norm. According to
Suh & Suh (2007) the dropout rate for students who possess multiple at-risk factors
increases exponentially. “As the number of risk factors increases, not only do the
dropout rates rise dramatically, but the number of significant predictors decreases” (Suh
& Suh, 2007, p. 303).
A careful analysis of the literature in regards to the dropout epidemic reveals a
subtle gap. The dropout “research has primarily focused on describing risk factors rather
than identifying specific protective factors and mechanisms involved in the promotive
process” (Bradshaw, O'Brennan, & McNeely, 2008, p. 27). Englund, Egeland & Collins
(2008) add that “despite the plethora of research examining predictors of dropping out of
high school, little research has been conducted that considers factors that may
differentiate individuals who are the exceptions to the prediction from those who follow
the expected pathway” (p. 78). Hickman, Bartholomew, Mathwig, & Heinrich (2008),
echo the sentiments above by requesting that
researchers should examine students . . . who graduated high school but who were
once on the developmental pathway of becoming a high school dropout. What
factors or buffers did these students have? What experiences in their lives altered
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their developmental pathway and prevented them from dropping out of high
school (p. 12).
Qualitative studies seeking answers from dropouts as to why they dropped out
were prevalent as well as quantitative studies that reviewed large scale databases to
determine dropout characteristics. Studies seeking answers from “high- achieving”
Hispanic graduates were also available. Examples include Gándara’s 1995 study on
Mexican Americans who earned terminal degrees and Morales’ 2010 study on
Dominican Americans who excelled in college, both of which address high achieving
Hispanics. Despite the quantity of available research, few researchers have addressed the
resiliency of highly at-risk students, who did graduate from high school and their
perspective on the dropout phenomenon.
“Some students do defy the odds by demonstrating superior intellectual
competence in school settings” (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p. 120). “This
phenomenon is explained by some psychologists as resilience, or the normal
developmental process of ‘self-righting’” (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p. 120).
Many Hispanics have demonstrated marked resiliency and have overcome multiple
obstacles. Some economically challenged Hispanics have overcome language barriers,
difficult family situations, unsupportive communities and inadequate school systems to
succeed academically. An analysis of their perspective on the dropout crisis and what
helped them to overcome the obstacles in their lives can help fill this gap in the literature.
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Theoretical Base: Resiliency Theory
The theoretical framework for this research study will be based on the idea of
resiliency. The concept behind resiliency theory has had a long, well documented history
in academia. Originally, individuals who overcame difficulties in their lives were labeled
as invincible or extraordinary. But over time, these concepts grew into what is now
referred to as resiliency. The growth occurred because resiliency was found not to be an
out-of-ordinary experience, but a part of adapting and overcoming obstacles that most
individuals have within themselves naturally. Everyone has the ability to be resilient.
Resiliency Defined
The concept of resiliency gained prominence in the 1970’s when psychologists
and psychiatrists identified the ability of at-risk children to overcome genetic or
environmental circumstances. A psychopathological definition of resiliency emerged:
“Resilience refers to a class of phenomena characterized by good outcomes in spite of
serious threats to adaptation or development” (Masten, 2001, p. 228).
As the concept of resiliency has become more prominent in the field of education,
additional definitions have emerged. Resiliency has been referred to as “the ability to
thrive, mature, and increase competence in the face of adverse circumstances or
obstacles” (Gordon-Rouse, 2001, p. 461). Resiliency has also been defined “as the
capacity to spring back, rebound, successfully adapt in the face of adversity, and develop
social, academic, and vocational competence despite exposure to severe stress or simply
stress that is inherent in today’s world” (Henderson & Milstein, 2003, p. 7). In
synthesizing the educational definitions of resiliency, the definition used for this study

26

HIGH SCHOOL RESILIENCY FACTORS IN HISPANIC YOUTH

will be the ability to overcome adversity and to reach a measure of success when a
predictive outcome based on previous occurrences would indicate failure.
The concept of resiliency, then, relies upon two mitigating factors. The first
factor is adversity. In order for the concept of resiliency to come into play, there has to
be some sort of adverse situation, circumstance, or trait that would indicate the
probability of failure. In some resiliency studies, the adverse condition is an
“impoverished or stressful environment” (Gordon-Rouse, 2001, p. 464). In other studies,
the adverse condition was performing below grade level (Hassinger & Plourde, 2005) or
simply living in a low-income housing complex (Shetgiri et al., 2009).
For the purpose of this study, multiple at-risk characteristics, found in the
literature and determined by the state of Texas as at-risk factors, were utilized as the
adverse condition(s) to overcome. Student participants exhibited at minimum two, and
up to five at-risk traits. All participants were of low socio-economic status, as well as
possessing other at-risk traits such as being a teen parent, attending multiple schools,
displaying discipline problems, experiencing academic difficulties, or having English as a
second language. Each participating student had a different set of at-risk characteristics.
Table 6, on page 160, lists the at-risk characteristics of the nine interview participants.
The second component of resiliency is success. In order for a student to be
considered resilient, they have to have accomplished some measure of identifiable
success. In some studies, the measure of success is attending college (Morales, 2010) or
obtaining a GPA at or above 2.75 (Gordon-Rouse, 2001). In Shetgiri et al. (2009),
participants defined success themselves. The individuals in the study defined success as

27

HIGH SCHOOL RESILIENCY FACTORS IN HISPANIC YOUTH

“financial security, employment, and the ability to leave the [housing] complex and live
independently” (p. S220).
For the purposes of this dissertation study, success will be defined as completing
high school. Some students in the study graduated on time and with their class, while
other students graduated late, even up to the age of 21. Nonetheless, all of the
participants persevered through multiple adverse circumstances and finished high school
by exhibiting marked resiliency.
Resiliency Theory: Protective Factors
Students who are identified as being resilient possess what are identified in the
research as protective factors. Protective factors are traits or characteristics that protect
individuals from the adverse condition and act as a buffering agent between the child and
the negative circumstance (Kitano & Lewis, 2005). Protective factors include personal,
family, school and community protective traits. Each of these four areas will be discussed
further in chapter 2.

Limitations
There are three limitations to this study that need to be addressed. First, the goal
of this qualitative research study was to determine factors contributing to the resiliency of
a select group of at-risk Hispanic students in a small south Texas border community.
This study is by no means all encompassing and the findings for these selected students
may or not may be applicable to students in other parts of the country or even to other
students in other south Texas schools.
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Secondly, the dual role that I served as researcher and ex-high school principal
may have altered the way some students responded in their interviews or changed the
information presented in their senior memory books. In spite of the safe guards that I
have tried to take in order to minimize my influence, some contributing resiliency factors
may have been omitted, while others may have been enhanced by my position as the
students’ ex-high school principal.
Lastly, the students selected to participate in this study were chosen at a single
point in time when the culmination of their resiliency resulted in their completion of a
high school education. Resiliency, though, is not a single point in time attribute and
varies to differing degrees throughout life (Benard, 2004; Werner & Smith, 1992).
Students exhibiting resiliency at this point in their educational careers may or may not
continue to do so. Students omitted from this study may have been at different stages in
their lives only to become more resilient in the future. The focus of this study on
resiliency is not intended to imply that students not selected for this study are not
successful or not resilient.
Definition of Terminology
In reviewing pertinent data the use of varying terms such as Hispanic, Latino,
Mexican-American, Puerto Rican and Latin-American were all encountered. In
reviewing studies and the work of other researchers, I have tried to remain true to the
authors reported terminology. Thus when referring to Gándara and Contreras’ work from
The Latino Education Crisis I have chosen to use the word Latino as they did. Other
authors such as Gifford & Valdes (2006) preferred the term Hispanic and I have
respected their word choice as well and used the term Hispanic to refer to the same group
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of individuals.

In quoting data sources, such as the College Board’s SAT results, I

chose to use the category that best fit my research participants, Mexican Americans. I
chose not to include data identified as Puerto Rican, Latin American, Central American,
South American or Other Latino in my presentation because none of my research
participants identified themselves as such.
In the discussion and analysis sections, I use the terms Hispanic, Latino and
Mexican-American interchangeably. The rationale behind the use of both terms is
twofold. First, though most research participants preferred the term Mexican-American,
some did refer to themselves as Hispanic. Second, the use of a single term in multiple
consecutive sentences became redundant and was not as reader friendly.
The term at-risk has many connotations including the state of Texas’ definition as
a student who possesses one of thirteen identifiable traits. I have chosen to use Suh, Suh,
& Houston’s (2007) definition which states, “the term at-risk refers to aspects of a
student’s background and environment that may lead to a higher risk of her or his
educational failure” (p. 196). .
The terms resiliency or resilient have been discussed in the literature since at least
the 1970’s. I have chosen to define the term resiliency as the ability to overcome
adversity and to reach a measure of success when a predictive outcome based on previous
occurrences would indicate failure. Consequently the adjective resilient describes an
individual who has overcome an identifiable adverse characteristic and has been
successful even though their predicted outcome would have indicated failure. The
definition of resiliency used in this study is a compilation of multiple definitions found in
the literature.
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Conclusion
The loss of millions of students annually from educational systems all over the
world has resulted in a Turkish researcher claiming that the reduction of the dropout rate
is the most important priority for educators in nearly all countries (Tayli, 2008). With
over 1.3 million students leaving school every year, the United States’ dropout epidemic
is nationally one of the foremost educational concerns of the twenty first century (P.
Gándara & Contreras, 2009). The loss of 7,200 a day from the nation’s school system is
staggering and is a cause for concern. With millions of undereducated citizens, today’s
dropout crisis could be tomorrow’s economic downfall. While the Hispanic population
continues to grow at an astounding pace, the fact that only one in ten Hispanic males has
a college degree is frightening (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009). Our nation’s dropout
rate, and especially that of Hispanics, has truly reached epidemic proportions.
While nationally the dropout rate is alarmingly high, there are individuals who are
overcoming all obstacles placed before them and reaching academic success. All of the
46 at-risk Hispanic students who participated in this study have overcome multiple
obstacles and have succeeded in graduating from high school. Their stories of success, in
their own words, will help add to the body of literature on Hispanic dropout prevention.
In understanding the factors contributing to student resiliency, we might be able to avert
future potential dropouts in similar situations just as the students in this study who were
able to succeed. The remainder of this dissertation is designed to review what other
students have revealed about high school dropouts, resiliency, and dropout prevention
strategies and to present the results and findings of the present study. Chapter 2 will
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review the related literature on what factors contribute to the nation’s high dropout rate,
what factors are associated with resiliency theory, and what dropout prevention strategies
are currently in place in school across the nation. Chapter 3 will specifically look at the
methodology of this research study, including a more in- depth explanation of the sample
group and the population group from which they were chosen. Chapter 3 will also
explain the data gathering method of this study and the multiple ways in which the data
was analyzed. Chapter 4 reviews the two primary research questions and discusses the
findings from the data analysis in respect to the research questions. Finally, chapter 5
includes the findings, implications, the researcher’s recommendations for students,
parents, and educators as well as recommendations for further research in this field of
study.
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Chapter 2 - Review of Related Literature
Introduction
A review of the literature concerning Hispanics and the dropout crisis can be
divided into two broad categories. First, research dealing with why students dropout and
secondly what has been found to be effective in reducing the number of dropouts. Both
categories can be further divided into subcategories based on student characteristics,
school characteristics, and community characteristics that either help or hinder a student’s
ability to graduate from high school. In addition to the categorical analysis, of special
interest to this researcher, is the way that resiliency has been studied to determine the
characteristics of resilient students and the type of dropout prevention programs that
contribute to a child’s resiliency. The core of this review of the literature will address
these three areas.
The breakdown of this chapter will be as follows. The first section will present
literature on the varying definitions of dropouts, dropout rates, and completion rates.
Tied closely to this section will be a review of the guidelines and definitions used by the
state of Texas to identify dropouts. The second section will look at the 13 factors
identified by the state of Texas that result in a student being labeled as at-risk. The third
section addresses factors in the research that have been identified as characteristics of
students, schools, and communities that result in high dropout rates. The fourth section
will define resiliency in the literature and discuss pertinent research in regards to student
resiliency in an educational setting. The last section of this literature review will address
research studies aimed at reducing the number of dropouts and specifically what has been
shown to help reduce the number of Hispanic dropouts.
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Defining Dropouts and Dropout Rates in the Literature
“There are many ways to count dropouts (or the inverse – graduates), and most
data on this topic are suspect because of variations in reporting among schools, districts,
and states” (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p. 18). As mentioned in Chapter 1, the
Department of Education’s National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) reports that
the status dropout rate for 16-through 24 year olds in 2007 was 8.7% for all students and
21.4% for Hispanics (Chapman, et al., 2010). This number is derived from Current
Population Survey (CPS) data and is only reporting the “percentage of individuals in a
given range who are not in school and have not earned a high school diploma or
equivalency credential” (Cataldi, Laird, & KewalRamani, 2009, p. 2). This number does
not take into account the large numbers of Hispanic immigrants, primarily male, who
have migrated to this country in hopes of employment, not education. These individuals
will inflate the Hispanic status dropout rate as compared to Whites and Blacks because
fewer Whites and Blacks are immigrating to the US compared to Hispanics.
Dropout Terminology
The NCES also reports dropout or completion data in the form of event dropout
rates, status completion rate, and averaged freshman graduation rate in addition to the
status dropout rate. The event dropout rate estimates the percentage of students who left
high school between the beginning of one school year and the beginning of the next
school year without graduating or receiving a high school equivalency certification. The
status completion rate is the percentage of individuals in a given age range who are not
in high school and who have earned a high school diploma or equivalency credential,
irrespective of when the credential was earned” (Cataldi, et al., 2009, p. 2) . The average
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freshman graduation rate estimates the proportion of public high school freshmen who
graduate with a regular diploma 4 years after starting 9 th grade (Cataldi, et al., 2009). All
four indicators are extremely important to understand because how the data is reported
and calculated can be misconstrued. For example, the event dropout rate for Hispanics
between October 2006 and October 2007 was 6.0% and 2.2% for Whites (Cataldi, et al.,
2009). This still represents a wide disparity, but not as eye catching as the status dropout
rate of 8.7% and 21.4%, respectively (Cataldi, et al., 2009).
Texas Dropout Calculations
Individual states also report data in a similar manner. For example, the state of
Texas issues an Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) report every year
detailing specific data in regards to the state’s performance. The 2009 AEIS report used
2007-2008 school year data to determine a dropout rate of 3.2% for all students and a
4.4% dropout rate for Hispanics. The same report also indicates that 68.5% of Hispanics
from the class of 2007 graduated, 1.8% received a GED, 13.3% continued in high school,
and 16.4% dropped out. Publicizing this data could be accomplished by saying that only
4.4% of Hispanics dropout of high school per year, or that only 68.5% of Hispanics
graduate in four years. Both statistics are accurate, based on AEIS data, but both convey
a completely different connotation.
The Intercultural Development Research Association (IDRA), an independent,
non-profit organization that advocates the right of every child to a quality education
reports that Texas schools lost 31 percent of their students in 2008-2009 (Intercultural
Development Research Association, 2010). This is a far cry from the 4.4% annual
dropout rate for High School students that the state reports. IDRA uses attrition rates and
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estimates that Texas loses one student every four minutes. The IDRA obtains it data by
first, (1) dividing the high school enrollment in the end year by the high school
enrollment in the base year. Then, (2) multiplying the results by the ninth grade
enrollment in the base year and (3) subtracting the results form calculation 2 from the
twelth grade enrollment in the end year. Finally, (4) dividing the results of calculation 3
by the result of calculation 2 (Intercultural Development Research Association, 2010).
Issues in Counting Dropouts
The rationale behind the above presentation is simply to demonstrate how dropout
statistics can be represented in a number of different ways. The true, actual dropout
number or rate is almost impossible to decipher without a nationwide dropout definition
and tracking system. The primary issues in counting dropouts seem to be the different
dropout calculation methods, including defining who is and who is not a dropout and the
reliance on local entities to self-report dropout data.
The different ways dropout numbers are presented depend upon the methodology
used to compute who counts as a dropout out and who does not count as a dropout. The
purpose of the report and the author’s point of view can also significantly influence the
dropout data. For example, two different reports on the same dropout/completion data
could yield two completely different dropout/completion numbers. One report could
count students who leave school for home-schooling purposes, students who return to
their home country, students who receive a GED, students who continue in high school
for more than five years and students who are incarcerated as dropouts. Another report
could exclude all or some of the students in the above categories from the definition of a
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dropout and report a significantly lower dropout rate than the first report using the same
data.
One of the indicators listed above, students returning to home country, is a
legitimate concern for school districts that border other countries. During the 2007-2008
school year, 16,601 students did withdraw from Texas public schools indicating that they
were going to return to their home country (Texas Education Agency, 2009-2010).
Students from foreign countries are sometimes brought against their will and sometimes
come on their own accord. These same students also return to their native country on
their own or they may be forced to leave by adults who affect their life choices.
According to the state of Texas, these students would not be counted as dropouts. IDRA,
on the other hand, would include students who returned to their home country as noncompleters and these students would contribute to the attrition rate (Intercultural
Development Research Association, 2010). Moreover, students who list returning to
home country as their reason for leaving may or may not actually leave.
Additionally, local districts are responsible for coding student withdrawals. In the
state of Texas, accountability ratings are partially determined by a schools’ and districts’
dropout data. Local entities, tied to high stakes accountability, have been shown to be
less than truthful at times. For example, the Kimball report on Houston ISD’s improper
reporting records reveals that some individuals resort to using dishonest accounting
methods in the self-reporting of dropouts (Leung, 2004). Kimball stated that during the
2001-2002 school year Sharpstown High School in Houston purposely falsified dropout
data in order to arbitrarily reduce the dropout rate in order to maintain a favorable rating
from the state (Leung, 2004). Nationally, Nichols and Berliner (2005) provide evidence
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to how high-stakes testing leads to the “inevitable corruption of indicators and educators”
(p.168). They conclude that the “incidence of negative events associated with highstakes testing is so great, corruption is inevitable and widespread” (Nichols & Berliner,
2005, p. 1).
Variances in National Dropout Rates
As a result of different dropout identification methods, the different definitions
used in defining who counts as a dropout, and the reliance of local entities to code
students accurately, publicized dropout rates vary greatly depending upon the entity
reporting the data. In this review, I indicate how dropouts are calculated when available.
When the information is not available, I simply indicate the source of the dropout data.
In 2005, the Educational Testing Service reported that nationally, the completion
rate peaked in 1969 at 77.1% and has since gone down to 66.9% in 2000 (Barton, 2005).
A commonly quoted graduation rate by Orfield, Losen, Wald, and Swanson (2004), states
that 68% of all students graduate in four years, but that only 53.2% of all Hispanics and
only 48% of Hispanic males can expect to graduate in four years. Independently,
Swanson (2003) also estimates that Hispanics have little more than a 50-50 chance of
completing high school with a diploma. Greene & Winters (2006) found that the
completion rate for graduating class of 2003 was once again around 70% for all students
and approximately 53% for Hispanics. Also in 2006, Bridgeland, Dilulio and Morison
(2006), in their open letter to the American people, state that almost 1/3 of public high
school students and nearly half of all Blacks, Hispanics and Native Americans fail to
graduate with their class.
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More recently, Heckman & LaFontaine (2007) reported that graduation rates have
been declining for the past 40 years and that the ominous gap between minority students
and Whites has not been reduced over the past 35 years. They also provide an in depth
explanation of how and why the NCES numbers are inflated and inaccurate. Through
their research they have found completion rates ranging from 66% to 88% for all students
and 50% to 85% for minorities. They conclude that the 65% of Hispanics “leave
secondary schooling with a diploma” and that “an additional 5% eventually receive a
regular diploma” through recovery methods (Heckman & LaFontaine, 2007, p. 29). As
the most in depth study, these numbers from Heckman and LaFontaine (2007) appear to
be the most accurate.
Texas Dropout Rates
The state of Texas reports a different set of numbers. For the graduating class of
2007, 78% graduated, 8.7% continued their education, 2% received a GED and only
11.4% dropped out. Texas also reports a completion rate which is the total number of
graduates plus continuers and a completion 2 rate which is the total number of graduates
plus continuers, plus GED recipients. All three are classified by the state as completion
results.
Other calculation methods used by the state are the annual dropout rate and the
attrition rate. The annual dropout rate for the class of 2006-07 was 3.9% which equates
to 55,306 students who dropped out during the 06-07 school year (Texas Education
Agency, 2009-2010). The attrition rate is the percentage of change in enrollment
between two grades across years. This number produces the highest rate of any method
because it treats students who are retained, graduated early, enter private school, return to
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their home country, seek home schooling, or die as dropouts or non-completers. The
various methods of defining and counting dropouts all serve their specific purpose.
While national and Texas dropout rates vary by source and methodology, the fact
remains that a large number of students are failing to graduate from high school and
working to reduce the number of high school dropouts is of state and national concern.
The state of Texas has created an early identification system in an effort to help reduce
the number of students dropping out of school. Students who may be in danger of not
completing high school are labeled as at-risk and are provided special services by the
local school district in order to minimize the risk of early school departure.

Texas’ Identified At-Risk Factors
Texas Education Code section 29.081(d) identifies what the state has determined
to be 13 characteristics of students in danger of dropping out of school. A student who
possesses any one of these 13 traits is coded as “at-risk” in the state’s Public Education
Information Management System (PEIMS) data base. Individual school districts are then
held accountable for the success or failure of the school’s “at-risk” population. The local
school district must “evaluate and document the effectiveness of the accelerated
instruction” in reducing the disparity “in the rates of high school completion between
students at risk of dropping out of school and all other district students” (TEC Section
29.081c).
At-Risk Criteria
The 13 criteria used to determine if a student is labeled as at risk of dropping out
of school include any student who is under the age of 21 and who:
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(1) Was not advanced from one grade level to the next for one or more school
years;
(2) if the student is in grade 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, or 12, did not maintain an average
equivalent to 70 on a scale of 100 in two or more subjects in the foundation curriculum
during a semester in the preceding or current school year or is not maintaining such an
average in two or more subjects in the foundation curriculum in the current semester;
(3) Did not perform satisfactorily on an assessment instrument administered to
the student and who has not in the previous or current school year subsequently
performed on that instrument or another appropriate instrument at a level equal to at least
110 percent of the level of satisfactory performance on that instrument;
(4) If the student is in prekindergarten, kindergarten, or grade 1, 2, or 3, did not
perform satisfactorily on a readiness test or assessment instrument administered during
the current school year;
(5) is pregnant or is a parent;
(6) Has been placed in an alternative education program during the preceding
or current school year;
(7) Has been expelled during the preceding or current school year;
(8) Is currently on parole, probation, deferred prosecution, or other conditional
release;
(9) Was previously reported through the Public Education Information
Management System (PEIMS) to have dropped out of school;
(10) Is a student of limited English proficiency, as defined by Section 29.052;
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(11) Is in the custody or care of the Department of Protective and Regulatory
Services or has, during the current school year, been referred to the department by a
school official, officer of the juvenile court, or law enforcement official;
(12) Is homeless;
(13) Resided in the preceding school year or resides in the current school year
in a residential placement facility in the district, including a detention facility, substance
abuse treatment facility, emergency shelter, psychiatric hospital, halfway house, or foster
group home.
The state of Texas identifies a student as being limited English proficient (LEP)
if the students “primary language is other than English and whose English language skills
are such that the student has difficulty performing ordinary class work in English” (TEC
Section 29.052)
Each school year, before the last Friday in October, every district in the state of
Texas evaluates whether or not a student meets one or more of the criteria mentioned
above. A student who meets a minimum of one “at-risk” trait above then becomes
labeled for the remainder of the school year. The process repeats itself the following
school year and each subsequent year until either the student graduates, leaves the state,
receives private educational services or drops out.

Characteristics of Dropouts and Potential Dropouts in the Literature
The 13 at-risk factors identified above by the state of Texas exclusively address
individual student characteristics of potential high school dropouts. The identification of
a student in danger of not completing high school is one essential component in helping
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students stay on track through graduation. A review of the related literature into
additional reasons as to why students are at-risk revealed considerably more factors than
the 13 identified by the state of Texas.
In 2007, Suh & Suh as well as Suh, Suh & Houston (2007) identified 20
statistically significant risk factors by analyzing data from the National Longitudinal
Survey of Youth (NLSY97). Three factors (academic failure, low socioeconomic status,
and behavioral problems) “have a major impact on the decision to drop out of school”
(Suh & Suh, 2007, p. 302). The other 17 predictors include (1) if the student had been
threatened with harm at school, (2) physical environment risk / number of fights at
school, (3) students expectation to stay in school the next year / optimism about the
future, (4) enrichment risk index, (5) number of days absent from school, (6) whether the
student lived with both biological parents, (7) first sexual experience at age 15 or prior,
(8) number of household members, (9) percentage of peers planning to go to college, (10)
residence in a metropolitan area, (11) the region in which the student lives, (12) positive
perception toward teachers, (13) individuals used as a resource for personal problems
including teacher/counselor versus family members and school friends versus family
members (14) number of days late to school without an excuse (15) highest educational
attainment of mother was high school or less (16) total number of schools attended (17)
mothers’ permissiveness.
Of the predictors identified by Suh & Suh (2007) and Suh, Suh, & Houston
(2007), low academic performance, behavioral problems, and low socioeconomic status
have the greatest impact on dropping out. Eight other factors, absenteeism, household
size, educational attainment level of the mother, living with both biological parents, total
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number of school attended, first sexual experience at age 15 or below, percentage of
peers going to college, and optimism about the future were also found to be highly
significant, but not on par with the other three. All eleven factors identified in the two
research studies are also prevalent throughout the literature as being significant predictors
of whether or not a student will graduate from high school. Each of the eleven factors
will be addressed below. A discussion on race and the school in which the student
attends will conclude this section.
Low Academic Performance
According to Suh & Suh (2007) the single greatest predictor of a student in
danger of dropping out of school is low academic performance. A number of different
studies have defined low academic performance in different ways. Low academic
performance can be defined as having low grades in a specific grade level, poor
standardized test scores, failing to pass to the next grade, or simply taking the lowest
level course work. All four definitions of poor academic performance are addressed
below.
Low grades. Suh and Suh (2007) found that students with low grades in 8th grade
had a 115.9% increase in the probability that they would drop out of school. Boon (2008)
echoes their findings stating that low academic achievement is the strongest predictor of
dropping out of school. In comparing dropouts to graduates, Hickman, Bartholomew,
Mathwig & Heinrich (2008) found that across all grade levels and standardized tests,
dropouts performed significantly lower than graduates year in and year out. They even
found “that as early as kindergarten, differences in spelling and English course
performance existed between dropouts and graduates” (p. 7). Not surprisingly, students
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who start school behind their classmates have a difficult time keeping up with their
classmates over the 12 year period leading up to graduation.
A more recent longitudinal study on two school districts in the Midwest aimed “to
better understand and identify which students would dropout and when” by reviewing
teacher-assigned grades (Bowers, 2010, p. 192). One of their conclusions was that
teacher –assigned grades, as measured by noncumulative GPA, appeared to be a
significant and useful predictor of student dropout, with student who received
grades in the lowest category also experiencing a drastically increased risk of
dropping out (p. 203).
All told, 86% of the students who received grades in the lowest category did not graduate
with their class (Bowers, 2010). Bowers also provides evidence that in his particular data
set the risk of dropping out was visible as early as the 7 th grade (Bowers, 2010).
Poor test scores. Low academic performance can be identified by poor grades,
or it can be reflected in poor test scores. An Australian study found that “the strongest
influence on school leaving was student performance in the PISA tests” (Marks, 2007, p.
429) Amazingly, the same study found that students scoring in the bottom 5 th percentile
of test scores were 50 times more likely to drop out of school than students scoring in the
95th percentile (Marks, 2007). Matthews (2006) found that 11% of dropouts in his study
cited academic issues as the number one reason for leaving school early. Clearly not
doing well in school has a profound influence on a student’s decision to leave school
before graduation.
Grade retention. Another indicator of low academic performance is grade
retention. In fact, grade retention is a greater predictor of dropping out than low test
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scores (Robert Balfanz, Herzog, & Mac Iver, 2007). Janosz, Archambault, Morizot, &
Pagani (2008) refer to grade retention as a “robust predictor of a school dropout” (p.36).
An individual who is retained at any grade level from kindergarten through 12 th grade has
an increased chance of not finishing high school (Bowers, 2010; Hickman, Bartholomew,
Mathwig, & Heinrich, 2008). Although, retaining a student in grades K-1 seems to be
less detrimental than retaining a student after the 5th grade. (Hickman, et al., 2008).
Kimball (2006) reports that in Houston, Texas over 20,000 Latino youth have
been held back in 9th grade for up to three years. He continues by stating that
“statistically, students have a 50% chance of dropping out if they are retained one year
and 90% if they are retained two years” (Kimball, 2006). Balfanz & Legters (2004)
report that repeating the 9 th grade is the strongest risk factor towards dropping out of
school (R. Balfanz & Legters, 2004). To make matter worse, Neild (2009) found that
that Blacks and Hispanics are “more than twice as likely as white students to spend an
additional year in the ninth grade” (p. 58). Clearly, students who are not successfully
passing their classes and habitually failing standardized tests will expectantly have higher
rates of grade retention. High schools with high retention rates and low test scores as a
whole have significantly higher dropout rates than schools with low retention rates and
higher test scores (Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2007).
Low-level coursework. Besides simply receiving poor grades, students who
choose to take low-level academic coursework have a higher dropout rate than students
who choose the advanced track (Bradley & Lenton, 2007). Other studies suggest that the
schools fail to provide the appropriate curriculum or fail to adjust the curriculum to meet
the needs of students and thus contributes to the likelihood of a student dropping out
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(Brown & Rodríguez, 2009). Similarly, students with learning disabilities and students in
Special Education programs dropout at higher rates than regular education students (L. J.
Kortering & Christenson, 2009; Test, Fowler, White, Richter, & Walker, 2009).
Regardless of how inadequate academic achievement is defined, low grades, poor
test scores, grade retention, deficient teacher assigned grades or simply taking low level
academic coursework, the simple fact remains that low academic achievement has
consistently been found to strongly predict dropping out of school (Boon, 2008).
Similarly, students who are not academically successful in school have more behavioral
problems than students who succeed academically.
Behavioral Problems
Defining behavioral problems in the literature has also resulted in a couple of
different definitions. Behavioral problems have been identified as being suspended from
school, placement in an alternative placement center, or having trouble with the law
outside of school and being placed on probation. The earlier a student begins exhibiting
behavioral problems the more likely they are to dropout.
Students who exhibit behavioral problems in school such as being suspended
from school or being placed in an alternative educational setting also have a much higher
risk of dropping out school than students who were not a behavioral problem (Hickman,
et al., 2008; Suh & Suh, 2007). Suh & Suh (2007) calculated that students who have
been suspended from school increase their likelihood of dropping out of school by
77.5%. Again, using suspensions as a measure of behavior problems, a North
Queensland Australian study also found that school suspensions were the strongest
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predictors of dropping out of school, even more so than socioeconomic predictors (Boon,
2008).
Other researchers have found that even before high school students who had “the
most significant increase in misbehaviors, and the lowest level of behavioral compliance
at age 12 presented the highest dropout risk” (Archambault, Janosz, Morizot, & Pagani,
2009, p. 413). Similarly, Balfanz, Herzog & Mac Iver (2007) found that only 20% of 6 th
graders who were suspended out of school graduated within one year of on-time
graduation and only 17% of 6 th graders who received in-school suspension remained on
the graduation path (Robert Balfanz, et al., 2007). Sixth graders assigned in-school
suspension more than once during the school year had a less than a 20% graduation rate
(Robert Balfanz, et al., 2007). A student dropping out at age 12, or in the sixth grade, is
rare, but the behavioral patterns and the lack of student engagement in school at this age
are definite risk factors to dropping out of school. The researchers surmise that the
behavioral issues stem from a lack of student engagement in school. Matthews (2006)
found that 14% of the dropouts he interviewed gave discipline problems as their primary
reason for leaving school.
Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson (2007) in comparing traits of high schools with low
dropout rates to schools with high dropout rates found a positive correlation between a
schools’ number of suspensions and their dropout rate. Fewer suspensions resulted in a
higher completion rate, while a large number of suspensions equated to a larger dropout
rates (Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2007).
Students having trouble abiding by the law may or may not be more likely to drop
out of school. In an analysis of criminal records between graduates and dropouts, one
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study found no significant difference between the two groups (Hickman, et al., 2008).
What was found was that students placed on standard juvenile probation had higher rates
of graduation than students placed on intense juvenile probation (Hickman, et al., 2008).
Intense juvenile probation being defined has having frequent, regular contact with the
probation officer. Differences could be accounted for by the severity of the crime
committed and the number of crimes committed.
Poverty
Living in poverty is also one of the highest predictors of dropping out. Students
raised in low-income families increase their likelihood of dropping out by 75.0%
according to one study (Suh & Suh, 2007). In 2008, the Digest of Educational Statistics
reported that the national status dropout rate was 8.0% (Chapman, et al., 2010). For
students in the lowest economic quartile, that number more than doubles to 16.4%. For
students in the highest economic quartile, their status dropout rate was a surprising 2.2%,
nearly 8 times lower than low income students (Chapman, et al., 2010). In other
countries such as Australia, the results are similar. Marks (2007) found that students in
the 95th socioeconomic percentile were 8 times more likely to graduate than students in
the 5th percentile.
In comparing cohort graduation rates across 16 southern states Houck & Kurtz
(2010) found that poverty is one of the greatest single predictors of a cohort’s graduation
rate. Districts with a high number of students on free or reduced lunch had lower cohort
graduation rates. They even discovered that when states provide additional funding or
revenue specifically for instruction, the amounts provided “are not of a magnitude to
equal the negative effects at the district level of additional poor or minority students”
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(Houck & Kurtz, 2010, p. 43). The negative effects of poverty cannot be solved by
simply spending more money.
Side effects of poverty. The side effects of living in poverty also greatly hinder a
child’s path towards graduation. Students from a low socio-economic families often
times lack basic necessities such as nutritious food, adequate clothing, comfortable living
conditions, and basic health care (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009). Low income families
also tend to move more often, experience homelessness, and have added stressors such as
low self-esteem, financial anxiety, and under employment (Jozefowics-Simbeni, 2008).
Being deprived in any of these areas can lead to increased absenteeism, lower academic
performance, and disengagement from school (Jozefowics-Simbeni, 2008). All are
legitimate factors that increase a child’s risk of dropping out.
Absenteeism
Closely related to poor academic performance and behavioral problems is being
absent from school. Regardless as to whether or not the recorded absences are excused or
unexcused, students who are frequently absent from school are more likely to dropout
than students who attend school regularly (Hickman, et al., 2008). Hickman, et al. (2008)
observed that eventual high school dropouts had statistically higher rates of absenteeism
than graduates from first grade through 8th grade and that the rate of difference grew
significantly higher in high school until the student eventually quite coming to school all
together. Matthews (2006) found that almost half (46%) of all gifted students he
interviewed cited attendance issues as the primary reason why they left school.
Another study conducted in 2007 found that attendance in junior high, specifically
sixth grade, was a strong predictor of high school completion (Robert Balfanz, et al.,
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2007). They found that only 13% of students in sixth grade who had an 80% attendance
rate or lower graduated four years later and only 17% graduated within 5 years (Robert
Balfanz, et al., 2007). In fact, students with chronic attendance problems were 68% less
likely to graduate from high school than other students (Robert Balfanz, et al., 2007).
Household Size
The household size in which a student resides also has a statistically significant
influence on a child’s likelihood of graduating from high school. The larger the family,
the less likely the child will reach graduation. An Australian study found that for each
additional sibling in the family, the odds of leaving early increased 1.2 times (Marks,
2007). Some of the effect of the increase in household size can be a result of a lower
socioeconomic status as well as the fact that, the two often occur simultaneously. A
similar study comparing high school graduates to dropouts found that after adjusting for
socio-economic status, the number of siblings a student has was not a significant factor in
determining whether or not a student finished high school (Hickman, et al., 2008). A
United Kingdom study agreed, finding no statistically significant effects of family size on
the likelihood of graduating from high school (Bradley & Lenton, 2007).
Family – Family Structure
The family structure in which a child is brought up has also been shown to affect
the graduation rate of students. Examples of family structure include living with both
parents as opposed to living with one parent, or teenagers cohabitating before graduation.
Parents. Suh & Suh (2007) determined that children living with both biological
parents at the time of their investigation had a higher chance of graduating from college
than those who did not. Ramirez & Carpenter (2009) also determined that students who
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live in two-parent homes decrease their likelihood of dropping out of school. Another
similar study found students living with a single parent, or a mixed family, or an “other”
family situation were 1.8, 1.6, and 2.6 times more likely to drop out of school than a child
residing in a two-biological parent family (Marks, 2007). Marks (2007) does attribute
“about half” of the effect of living with a single parent can be attributed to low socio
economic standing and cultural background
Other studies have shown that students from single-parent families, those whose
parents have divorced or remarried, and those who reside in foster care are more likely to
drop out of school (Jozefowics-Simbeni, 2008; Mollborn, 2010). Interestingly enough,
an Australian study found that family structure had a profound influence on whether or
not a child stayed in school, but was twice as significant for indigenous students as for
non-indigenous children (Boon, 2008) All told, parental/familiar factors over the 12-13
years a child is in school can negatively affect a child’s likelihood of graduating.
Teen parents and living arrangements. Another aspect of family structure
found in the literature is associated with students who become parents and their choice of
living arrangements after pregnancy. Students who become parents before completing
high school run a much greater risk of dropping out than students who do not become
parents (Mollborn, 2010). The added responsibility of raising a child and the financial
strain placed on both the father and the mother lead many teenage parents to quite school
and seek employment. The temporary financial gain experienced by these students fails
to compare to the financial resources lost by dropping out of school.
A longitudinal study of 317 teenage parents found that 75% of teenage mothers
and 62% of teenage fathers ended up graduating from high school while 95% nonparents
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completed their secondary education (Mollborn, 2010). This 20% difference for females
and 33% difference for males is significant due to the rising pregnancy rate among
teenagers, especially Hispanic teens (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009). The study also
found that the living arrangements chosen by teen parents significantly affected their
graduation rates. Teen parents who married or were cohabitating with neither or only one
parent had 73% lower odds of graduation than single respondents living with both parents
(Mollborn, 2010). Once again, students living with both parents, whether they
themselves are parents or not, have a greater likelihood of graduating from high school.
Parental Involvement
Closely related to absenteeism is the amount and type of parental involvement
received by a student. Carpenter and Ramirez (2007) found that “greater parental
involvement decreases the likelihood of dropping out” for Whites and Blacks, but is not
necessarily the case for Hispanics (p.54). In Iceland, Blondal & Adalbjarnardotti (2009)
found that parental style seemed to be a stronger predictor of dropping out than did
parental involvement. They concluded that even after controlling for gender,
socioeconomic status, and temperament “adolescents who characterized their parents as
authoritative were more likely to have completed upper secondary school” than students
from non-authoritative parents (Blondal & Adalbjarnardottir, 2009, p. 729).
Authoritative parents are defined as being firm in the expectations, yet warm in their
relationships with their children (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009). Similarly, parental
involvement from non-authoritative parents seemed to have no significant effect on
reducing the likelihood of the student dropping out, while parent involvement from
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authoritative parents did show a positive correlation to graduation (Blondal &
Adalbjarnardottir, 2009).
Additionally, LeCroy & Krysik (2008) found that in Hispanics supportive
parental relationships were associated with higher student grade point average, school
attachment, and ultimately school completion. They defined supportive parents as
parents who were perceived by their children to listen to what their child said, treated
their child fairly, really loved their child, trusted their child, and could be counted on
when help was needed (LeCroy & Krysik, 2008). Specific academic questions in support
of the child were purposefully omitted.
Some parents choose not to be actively involved in their child’s education because
they themselves did not graduate from high school. Many dropouts have parents who
themselves did not finish high school (Terry, 2008). With little educational experience
themselves, parents who did not finish high school “do not have the social capital – the
knowledge of the educational system and the critical actors in it – to guide their children”
(P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p. 53).
Sexuality
Another dropout predictor identified by Suh & Suh (date) is the age of a child’s
first sexual experience. “Having sex before age 15 significantly increased the possibility
that a student would drop out of school” (Suh, Suh, & Houston, 2007, p. 201). With the
onset of early sexual activity, the child increases the likelihood of being ostracized by
their peers as well as an increased probability of pregnancy, both of which increase the
likelihood of dropping out of school (Jozefowics-Simbeni, 2008). “In addition, early
commitment to a romantic relationship can also interfere with school performance and
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attendance and can lead to early departure from school” (Jozefowics-Simbeni, 2008, p.
54). Similarly, other studies have found that women whose first sexual experience comes
early also tend to marry before the age of nineteen and are 50% more likely to drop out of
high school when doing so (Dahl, 2010).
These statistics are especially alarming for Hispanics. Latino’s have a higher rate
of teenage pregnancy than any other ethnic group. In 2003, Latina adolescents ages
fifteen to nineteen had 82.2 births per 1,000, compared to 41.7 for all females in this age
group (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009). Black adolescent girls in the same age group had
64.8 births per 1,000, while Whites adolescent girls has 27.5 births per 1000 females (P.
Gándara & Contreras, 2009). In fact, 46.5% of all Latino births are to women out of
wedlock and thus into single parent families (Gándara & Contreras, 2009).
Peers
A student’s peer group has also been found to have a profound influence on
whether or not a child graduates from high school. Peer influences can either be positive
or negative, depending upon the individual student and who they choose to associate
with. Different studies have addressed the influence that peers have on an individual’s
likelihood of graduating or dropping out of high school.
Positive peer relationships. Gándara and Contreras (2009) site multiple studies
identifying peer associations as one of the most important influences on a young person’s
behavior. Identifying with classmates and feeling comfortable at school seems to
positively impact a student’s decision to stay in school (Terry, 2008). Students who have
a large number of close friendships at school also have a much higher graduation rate
than students who have a fewer number of friends (White & Kelly, 2010). Similarly,
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“Latino students whose primary relationships are at school, as opposed to away from
school, are more likely to persist and not drop out” (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p.
114). Again, school attachment and school engagement all increase with strong peer
relationships.
Similarly, academically supportive peer groups can play a role in the decisions
students make in course selection (Shiu, Kettler, & Johnsen, 2010). Students who enroll
in advanced courses make friends with peers who care about grades and who are more
optimistic about their future (Shiu, et al., 2010). This is especially true for Hispanic
students who have not been traditionally tracked into advanced courses. By selecting or
being invited into the advanced classes, at-risk Hispanic students can develop positive
peer relationships with students who they may have never had the opportunity to
associate with. These new found friendships contribute to Hispanic students’ decisions to
enroll and continue in higher level coursework in high school and beyond (Shiu, et al.,
2010).
Negative peer relationships. On the other hand, friends can also have a
profoundly negative impact on a student’s decision to stay in school. LeCroy & Krysik
(2008) found that students whose peer associations were classified as negative had a
significantly greater chance of dropping out of school than students who had positive
peer influences. Negative peer association was defined as students who classified their
peers as “partyers, troublemakers, gang members” or “druggies/stoners” (LeCroy &
Krysik, 2008, p. 202). Positive peer associations were defined as students who classified
their friends as “good students, well-liked kids, jocks/athletes, homeboys/homegirls” or
“straight kids” (LeCroy & Krysik, 2008, p. 202). Students whose school associations
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were classified as “violent” also run a higher risk of dropping out (Staff & Kreager,
2008). Even though these students may have a large number of friends, which normally
equates to a greater likelihood of graduating, the acceptance in violent groups
compromises their rate of graduation (Staff & Kreager, 2008).
Negative peer association is especially important in the lives of Hispanic youth.
Only 3 to 6 percent of low-income urban Latino males reported that their friends believed
that it was very important to get good grades in school (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009).
This type of peer association reinforces the tendency of many students with low
educational aspirations to reject school and its demands as well as “dampen the
aspirations” of others whose goals are to succeed educationally (P. Gándara & Contreras,
2009). Similarly, Fryer (2006) has shown that as Hispanic students grades increase, their
popularity amongst their peers decreases. According to Fryer, Hispanic students’ fear of
“acting white” in front of their peers encourages Hispanics not to succeed academically.
Peer ostracism due to ‘acting white’ is a vexing reality” and a “social disease” that is
“most prevalent in racially integrated public schools” (Fryer, 2006, p. 53-54). Hispanic
students, especially males, whose peer group discourages academic success have a much
more difficult time graduating from high school than other students whose peers value an
education.
In reviewing literature on social experiences with peers and high school
graduation, Veronneau & Vitaro (2007) drew three distinct conclusions about the
relationship between peers and school completion. First, they found that “peer
acceptance is a correlate of high school graduation” (Véronneau & Vitaro, 2007, p. 439).
Secondly, “having numerous friends is not, in itself a very efficient predictor of high
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school graduation, because friends may have a positive or a negative influence on school
achievement, depending on their own characteristics” (Véronneau & Vitaro, 2007, p.
439). Finally, the quality or level of friendship between two students may moderate both
the positive and the negative effects of friendship on academic adjustment (Véronneau &
Vitaro, 2007). Consequently, there are many aspects of peer relationships that have to be
analyzed to determine the influence, whether positive or negative, of friendships on high
school graduation rates.
Ethnicity
Does simply being a specific race endanger a child from graduating high school?
A simple comparison of the dropout rates of Whites, Asians, Blacks, and Hispanics
would seem to indicate that race is a factor in determining whether or not a child will
finish high school. Longitudinal data from the nation Center for Educational Statistics
clearly shows that minority students are at a greater risk of dropping out than their White
classmates. Other studies agree with this assessment (Hickman, et al., 2008; Orfield,
Losen, Wald, & Swanson, 2004). Swanson (2003) reports a graduation gap of about 25
percent between Whites /Asians and between Blacks, Hispanics and American Indian
groups. He goes on to state that “a graduation gap of this magnitude is certainly large by
any standard of comparison and should be cause for concern among educational systems
committed to achieving equity across student subgroups” (Swanson, 2003, p. 20).
But simply being Hispanic or Black does not make an individual more likely or
more prone to dropping out of school. Carpenter & Ramirez (2007) and Ramirez &
Carpenter (2009) found that the race/ethnicity proved not to predict the likelihood of
dropping out, but that Blacks, Hispanics and Whites all have different within group
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characteristics that may be better predictors of dropping out. The only two variables with
strong predictive power amongst all groups were being held back and the number of
suspensions. Both variables were extensively discussed previously in this section.
Hispanics and Whites showed three additional predictors not found in Blacks that
included time spent on homework, gender and family composition (Carpenter &
Ramirez, 2007). Parental involvement was a significant dropout predictor in Whites and
Blacks, but not in Hispanics (Carpenter & Ramirez, 2007). The researchers concluded
that in group characteristics were better predictors of dropping out than the racial group
itself.
Hispanics and language. One at-risk characteristic strongly associated with race
is language. In dealing with Hispanic or Mexican heritage students, the issue of language
usage and the knowledge levels of Spanish and English are key educational components.
Schargel and Smink (2001) found that young people from non-English language
backgrounds are 1 1/2 times more likely to leave school than those from English
language backgrounds. Consequently, the dropout rate for Hispanics who do not speak
English is between three and four times higher than the rate for those who are able to
communicate in English (Schargel & Smink, 2001).
On the other hand, research on the cognitive advantages of being bilingual are
well documented, including “creativity, problem solving, and perceptual disembedding,
as well as cognitive flexibility” (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p. 137). But simply
being Hispanic or of Mexican origin does not mean a student is bilingual. Some
Hispanics begin school as monolingual English speakers while many others begin school
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as monolingual Spanish speakers, while still others are equally able to communicate in
English and Spanish.
Unfortunately, too often teachers and even Hispanic students themselves have
lower educational expectations for children who enter school without a strong English
background (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009). Upon entering elementary school, students
who are weak in English are usually grouped together with other students weak in
English. This seemingly logical grouping pattern leads to the tracking of students that
often times continues through high school (Callahan, 2005). Non-English speaking
children, who are unable to receive English language learning assistance at home, are
thus deprived of interacting with their English-speaking peers hindering their English
language development (Gifford & Valdes, 2006).
Hispanics and tracking. The continuation of ability grouping across grade levels
results in students having less access to advanced course work even when advanced
courses are reportedly available to all students (Callahan, 2005). This phenomenon is
referred to as a ‘school within a school’ where Latino students are following a lower level
course sequence while non-Latinos in the same school take higher level course work
(Gifford & Valdes, 2006).
Tracking is just one aspect of the language problem that Hispanics experience in
US schools. Most Hispanic students who enter school without the ability to speak, read
or write in English are immediately placed in educational settings in which learning
English is the primary priority. The development of academic English requires at least 5
to 7 years of instruction when placed in an all English classroom (Cummins, 1984).
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During this intensive period of English instructional time the student is falling behind his
or her classmates who are progressing through on-grade level knowledge and skills.
Unfortunately, most non-English speakers who enter school are not allowed
ample time to develop their academic English, but instead after a few short years and the
development of basic English skills the students are quickly transferred into the regular
educational setting without reading and writing language skills in either Spanish or
English. Once again, the child enters a classroom significantly behind their classmates
and is thus more likely not to graduate from high school. In either case, Hispanic
students are being asked to do twice the work in the same amount of time as White
students.
School the Student Attends
In addition to the student characteristics identified in the research, the school in
which a student attends can have a significant effect on graduation rates. According to
Kimball (2006), the school that a Hispanic student attends is the number one reason that
dropout rates are higher for Hispanics than for other races. Swanson (2003) conducted a
school district graduation comparison between districts nationwide. His comparison
revealed that the graduation rate for students attending high schools in large cities
graduated only 57.5 % of the time while student attending high school in the suburbs
graduated 72.7% of the time. The gap between districts with a high population of students
on Free/Reduced lunch (38% or greater) and districts with a low population of students
on Free/Reduced lunch was almost 20%. His analysis also revealed that the graduation
rate for high schools that are majority White is 74.1% while majority minority high
schools have a graduation rate of 56.4% (Swanson, 2003).
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Balfanz & Legters report that nearly 40% of Latino students attend high schools
in which graduation is not the norm (R. Balfanz & Legters, 2004). Most of these schools
are majority-minority schools and are located in high poverty areas in the South and
Southwest and in large urban school districts across the country. Sixty-six percent of high
schools that enroll 90% or more minority students lose 40% of their students from 9 th
grade to 12th grade (R. Balfanz & Legters, 2004). The vast majority of these students are
either Hispanic or Black. Hispanic students attending selective high schools or schools in
affluent suburbs have a much higher graduation rate than those attending majorityminority schools (R. Balfanz & Legters, 2004).
Majority minority schools are also much less likely to offer an advanced
curriculum to help prepare students for college. Majority minority schools are
significantly less likely to offer Advanced Placement (AP) courses or an International
Baccalaureate (IB) curriculum than other high schools (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009).
Consequently, almost half of all Hispanic students are attending a high school that is not
meeting their educational needs while few are receiving the education they deserve.
One of the major differences between schools where most students graduate and
those that do not is money (R. Balfanz & Legters, 2004). Swanson (2003) found that for
every 10% increase in Free/Reduced lunch eligibility, the expected graduation rate
dropped 3.8%. “Even after controlling for an extensive set of student background
characteristics and school inputs, students attending low social class schools continued to
learn at significantly slower rates” than higher social class schools (Palardy, 2008, p. 21).
Hispanic students who are forced to attend low income, high-poverty schools that lack
vital educational resources are at an educational disadvantage. Where a Hispanic child
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attends school may make a world of difference in their ability to graduate from high
school. “Graduation rates for students who attend school in high poverty, racially
segregated, and urban school districts lag from 15 to 18 percent behind their peers”
(Swanson, 2003, p. vi).
In addition to the composition of the school, the teachers and administrators at a
school can and do have a profound impact on their students. Many inner city schools and
schools serving low income students also have the least experienced teachers and
administrators as well as the highest teacher/administrator turnover. Researchers have
found that multiple factors such as low academic expectations, a menial curriculum, a
lack of caring adults, racial stereotypes, and an overburdened staff within the school
context contribute to a student’s progressive disengagement from school (Brown &
Rodríguez, 2009). As Neild (2009) concludes, “ultimately it is high schools that bear the
most immediate responsibility for putting in place the curriculum, school organizational
features, and strong teachers” in order to limit the number of students leaving high school
early (p. 72).
Other Potential Dropout Factors
The 11 factors mentioned above as well as the 13 at-risk factors identified by the
state of Texas are by no means a complete list of potential dropout factors. In analyzing
dropout characteristics from students throughout the world, a Turkish researcher listed
500 correlates to dropping out (Tayli, 2008). He divided these correlates into three
categories: non-school correlates, school correlates, and non-school related student
characteristics.
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Non-school variables. Tayli’s nonschool variables include: living in a
rural/suburban area, living in a poor community, living in a female-headed household,
parents dropped out of high school, high community unemployment rate, high levels of
household stress, single-parent households, highly mobile families, substance abuse in
the, physical or sexual abuse, serious family arguments, financial difficulties, family
health problems, multiple generations living in the same house, lack of daycare, taking
adult roles before a mature age, teenage pregnancy, working a full time job, lack of social
support for remaining in school, lack of family concern and monitoring, low educational
expectations of parents, low educational aspirations of students and not placing a value
on education.
School variables. School variables listed by Tayli include: school achievement,
alienation from school, the number of students enrolled in the school in which the student
attends (larger more crowded schools result in higher dropout rates), gender composition
of the student body (more males equates to more dropouts), socioeconomic background
of the students in the school, low socioeconomic background of the student, ethnic
background of the students in the school, attendance rate, retention rate, successful
transition rate, unsupportive teachers, uninterested teachers, unfair teachers, and negative
classroom environment.
Non-school related student characteristics. Non-school related student
characteristics of dropping out included: socially deviant behavior, substance abuse,
running away from home, criminal problems, having delinquent friends, low self-esteem,
low self-confidence, interpersonal problems, little self-control and depression.
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The list above summarized by Tayli and the lists created by Suh & Suh (2007)
and Suh, Suh, & Houston (2007) are by no means conclusive. “Research on high school
dropouts has clearly demonstrated that no single factor, or group of factors, has been
identified as the cause of a decision to leave school before obtaining a high school
diploma” (Strom & Boster, 2007, p. 435). There is no way to conclusively say that a
student with a certain set of characteristics will drop out or will graduate. All students
have different combinations and degrees of dropout factors and each student’s situation
should be addressed on an individual, case by case basis. The lists compiled and
discussed above provide a framework from which educators and researchers can begin to
see the broad characteristics of students who are in need of assistance in order to
graduate.
Multiple At-Risk Characteristics
Any single one of the characteristics listed above can lead to a student being atrisk of graduating from high school. But, students who exhibit multiple dropout
characteristics are especially vulnerable to dropping out of high school. In fact, the more
characteristics a student exhibits, the more likely they are to dropout (JozefowicsSimbeni, 2008). One group of researchers concluded that children from a single parent
family where the mother did not compete high school and who had to repeat a grade were
“practically guaranteed” not to finish high school (Pagani et al., 2008, p. 175). The
authors base this statement on the fact that out of the 1,118 individuals in their study only
1 student exhibiting all three characteristics ended up graduating from high school.
Other studies have shown that students who possess three at-risk characteristics
have an 83% dropout rate, and students who possess four at-risk characteristics have a
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90% dropout rate (Robert Balfanz, et al., 2007). Latino children are much more likely
than White and Asian children to exhibit multiple risk factors including poverty, a singleparent household, a mother with less than high school education, and having a primary
language other than English (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009). As the number of potential
obstacles to remaining in school increases, the likelihood of dropping out increases
exponentially as well.
“The accumulation of new and more individual, social, and environmental risks
during early adolescence can add up to challenges that compromise school
performance and attachment and can lead to a sequence of academic and
behavioral problems, and system responses, that ultimately result in leaving
school early. Within this framework, it is important to note that not only is it the
individual student, family, peer, or school risk factors that contribute to early
departure from school, but also it is the interaction among such factors that
increases dropout risk” (Jozefowics-Simbeni, 2008, p. 55).
The interaction among multiple factors makes it difficult for schools and
researcher to pinpoint specific interventions or programs that will help students to
succeed. But many Hispanic students do succeed. Many Hispanics do overcome the
“confluence of individual, social, family, cultural, socioeconomic, and institutional
factors” and reach a measure of success (Janosz, Archambault, Morizot, & Pagani, 2008,
p. 22). These individuals who are able to overcome the at-risk traits that would normally
predict failure, and graduate from high school are students who have demonstrated
resiliency. The next section will present factors that have been found in the research that
contribute to the resiliency of successful students.
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Resiliency
Introduction
The theoretical basis for this research study is the concept of resiliency. The
concept of resiliency gained prominence in the 1970’s when a group of pioneering
psychologists and psychiatrists began to draw attention to the phenomenon of resilience
in at-risk children (Masten, 2001). These researchers primary focus was on
psychopathology and problems in child development due to genetics or environmental
circumstances. Though not specific to the field of education, a theoretical definition of
resiliency emerged. “Resilience refers to a class of phenomena characterized by good
outcomes in spite of serious threats to adaptation or development” (Masten, 2001, p.
228). Similarly, in the field of medicine resiliency is characterized by the ability to
“bounce back and recover fully from challenging events” and “the capacity to endure and
continue forward in the face of adversity” (Zautra, 2009, p. 1935,1936).
Resiliency defined in education. In the field of education, resiliency has been
defined as “the ability to thrive, mature, and increase competence in the face of adverse
circumstances or obstacles” (Gordon-Rouse, 2001, p. 461). Boon (2008), building on
Gordon-Rouse’s definition, defined resiliency as “academic success where socioeconomic and structural factors would predict failure” (p. 84). More specifically, Schoon
(2006) identified resiliency as succeeding academically despite having a low
socioeconomic status. Peck, Roeser, Zarrett & Eccles (2008) defined educational
resilience as “the unexpected educational attainments of adolescents who are otherwise
vulnerable to curtailed school success due to personal- and social-level risks” (p.135).
Morales (2010) identified resilient students as those who have been academically
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successful despite obstacles in their lives that hinder the success of other students from
the same background. In synthesizing the educational definitions of resiliency, the
definition of resiliency used for this study is the ability to overcome adversity and to
reach a measure of success when a predictive outcome based on previous occurrences
would indicate failure.
The concept of resiliency then relies upon two distinctive factors. First, there
must be the presence of some sort of adverse trait, characteristic, or circumstance that
reduces an individual’s likelihood of success. Second, there must be a measure of
success over the perceived limiting factor. An individual cannot be identified as being
resilient if there is not a significant threat to the expected outcome. In this particular
study, the expected outcome or success is completing high school. The significant threats
to the expected outcome are the at-risk characteristics as identified by the state of Texas
and the predictor variables of a high school dropout as identified in the literature. A
student who does not possess significant limiting factors to graduating from school could
thus not be identified as resilient. Similarly, for this study, a student who has not
graduated from high school would not be considered resilient because the student has not
yet achieved success over the limiting factors.
In reviewing research studies on resiliency, the at-risk factors and the measure of
success varied. For example, Gordon-Rouse identified the at-risk traits as “coming from
an impoverished and stressful environment” (p. 461). Her measure of success was having
a GPA of 2.75 or higher. Hassinger & Plourde (2005) defined their deficit to overcome
as being academically below grade level at some time in their educational history. Their
measure of success was that the students were now performing above grade level, or what
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they referred to as “high academically achieving students” (Hassinger & Plourde, 2005,
p. 321). On the other hand, Morales (2010) identified resilient students as having come
from low socioeconomic status families, and his mark of success was enrollment in
college. The differences between these three studies illustrate the distinct differences in
how resiliency has been operationalized.
Protective factors leading to resiliency. One of the first and most extensive
studies on the educational resiliency of students was conducted in 1992 by child
psychologists Werner & Smith. Werner & Smith (1992) followed a group of 505
Hawaiian students from 1955 to 1986, a third of whom were “born with the odds against
successful development” (p.2). Each of these individuals would be classified as at-risk of
obtaining academic success. Two out or three children with multiple risk factors
developed “serious learning and/or behavior problems by age 10 or had a record of
delinquencies, mental health problems, or pregnancies by age 18” (Werner & Smith,
1992, p. 2). On the other hand, one third of the individuals studied had successfully
developed by 18 into competent, well-rounded individuals on track to graduate from
high school (Werner & Smith, 1992). Students who overcame the odds and who were
resistant to the stressors of life possessed identifiable protective factors that led to their
resiliency. The protective factors identified in this study that led to resiliency can be
divided into three categories: factors in the child, factors in the family, and factors in the
larger social context (Werner & Smith, 1992).
Other resiliency studies such as McMillan & Reed (1994), Chavkin & Gonzalez
(2000) and Barnard (1995) developed similar categories of factors relating to resiliency.
McMillan & Reed’s four major categories were individual attributes, positive use of time,
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family, and school. Chavkin & Gonzalez identified 5 key protective factors including
supportive relationships, student characteristics, family factors, community factors, and
school factors. Bernard’s classification of factors included caring relationships, positive
and high expectations, and opportunities for meaningful participation. For the purpose of
this study, the remainder of this section will address the three categories that I have
derived from my review of the literature: student factors, family factors and external
factors including school and community.
Categorization of Protective Factors Explained
Before exploring the different factors in the literature that have been found to
contribute to the resiliency of students, a brief discussion on the categorization of the
factors is necessary. First, resiliency is “rarely the result of a single factor or single set of
factors” (Feinstein & Peck, 2008, p. 7). A combination of factors in each category
contributes to the resiliency of a child. Second, resiliency is not static and changes over
time and various circumstances and involves biological, psychological, and
environmental resources (Gordon-Rouse, 2001). Students may or may not exhibit
characteristics of resiliency at all times and stages of their lives, but sustainability over
time is a trademark of resiliency (Zautra, 2009). Finally, some resilient characteristics,
such as mentorship, will be cross-categorized. The reason for this is because some
attributes, like mentorship, can be within the family (parents, older siblings, uncles/aunts)
or within the school context (teachers, counselors, administrators, coaches) or even
within the community.
In order to better understand the concept of resiliency and terminology used in the
literature, some basic elements of resiliency research need to be defined. First, in most
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resiliency studies characteristics or attributes identified as contributing to the success of
the students are hypothesized by isolating and identify major factors in the students’ lives
that contribute to their resiliency (Morales, 2010). According to a review of the
resiliency literature conducted by Kitano & Lewis (2005) “four types of factors function
in predictable ways to influence resilience: compensatory, risk, protective, and
vulnerability factors” (p.201). An understanding of these four factors is essential to
understanding how resiliency has been researched.
Compensatory and risk factors. First, compensatory factors include attributes
such as healthy family functioning and high educational aspirations. Compensatory
factors always have a beneficial consequence regardless of the risk level (Kitano &
Lewis, 2005). These traits do not contribute to resiliency because they are beneficial
regardless of whether or not the student is at risk. On the other hand, risk factors such as
poverty, substance abuse, and incarceration always have a potentially harmful effect on
the student (Kitano & Lewis, 2005). Risk factors have been discussed at length in the
previous section and are the debilitating factors that have to be overcome in order for a
student to be considered resilient.
Protective and vulnerability factors. Protective and vulnerability factors will
vary depending upon the risk level. Protective factors such as self-esteem, positive
coping strategies, internal locus of control, and social skills “exert a buffering effect at
high risk but little or no effect at low risk” (Kitano & Lewis, 2005, p. 201). Protective
factors are consequently the identifiable factors that contribute to resiliency. The terms
protective factors and resiliency factors will thus be interchangeable throughout the
remainder of this chapter.
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In direct contrast to protective factors are vulnerability factors. Vulnerability
factors have little to no effect at low risk, but could be detrimental at high risk (Kitano &
Lewis, 2005). An example given by Kitano & Lewis of a vulnerability factor, though a
little farfetched, is a student whose life is absent of stress. An individual living a stressfree life may have difficulty in a suddenly high risk situation, but when there is no risk,
this factor is inconsequential.
Student Factors Contributing to Resiliency
The student factors contributing to a child’s ability to overcome potential
obstacles are varied and far reaching. Some attributes such as positive selfesteem/attitude, intrinsic motivation, and a strong desire to succeed were common in
multiple studies (McMillan & Reed 1994; Chavkin & Gonzalez; Bernard 1995; Gordon,
1995; Gordon 1996) Other factors mentioned, such as high intelligence, are in their own
right positive predictors of academic success and may not be a part of the resiliency
definition (Morales, 2010). Finally, other factors identified in the research are unique and
deserve a brief discussion on their own merits.
Studies identifying protective factors. Landmark studies such as Werner and
Smith’s (1992) identification of protective factors resulting in resiliency as well as more
recent studies by Hassinger and Plourde (2005) and Canadian researchers Benzies and
Mychasiuk (2008) as well as other studies have all identified student factors that
contribute to resiliency. For organizational purposes, I have grouped the factors listed in
the research into three categories: internal factors, personality factors and outlying
factors. Each of the three categories are presented below.
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Internal factors. I created the categorization of internal factors to include all of
the mental traits that resilient students have been found to possess. The most commonly
mentioned internal factor contributing to resiliency that I found was the possession of an
internal locus of control (Benard, 2004; Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008; Hassinger &
Plourde, 2005; Werner & Smith, 1992). An internal locus of control is defined as the
inner feeling of being in charge or of having personal power to control your own destiny,
change your situation in life, and to create your own circumstances (Benzies &
Mychasiuk, 2008; Hassinger & Plourde, 2005). The possession of an internal locus of
control was found to be important because students believed that their opportunity to
succeed was found within themselves, not in the circumstances or situations surrounding
their lives (Hassinger & Plourde, 2005). Benard (2004) identified the term initiative as a
concept “almost synonymous with locus of control” and defined this concept as the
“ability to be motivated from within” (p.23).
Two other closely related student internal characteristics found to contribute to
resiliency were high self-esteem (Hassinger & Plourde, 2005) and self-efficacy (Benzies
& Mychasiuk, 2008). Students with a high self-esteem feel better about themselves, their
work and their ability to succeed as well as take pride in doing high quality work.
Similarly, self-efficacy is defined as self-reliance and the ability to act independently and
confidently. “Self-efficacy plays a major role in educational success, in terms of both
motivation and achievement” (Benard, 2004, p. 24).
Werner and Smith (1992) added the internal trait of having the ability to plan and
think through situations as a resilient protective factor as well. Planning is a form of
problem solving and allows students to have a sense of control and a hope in the future
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(Benard, 2004). Additionally, individuals who can think through a situation have the
ability to foresee potential difficulties and can alter their plans before problems arise.
Another internal trait identified in the literature and defined by Benzies &
Mychasiuk (2008) is emotional regulation. They define emotional regulation as the
ability to positively control ones emotions. Benard (2004) uses the term self-awareness
instead of emotional regulation. She states that “self-awareness includes observing one’s
thinking, feelings, attributions or ‘explanatory’ style as well as paying attention to one’s
moods, strengths, and needs as they arise, without getting caught up in emotion” (Benard,
2004, p. 26). Whether the term of choice is emotional regulation or self-awareness, the
concept of being in control of one’s emotions and not letting emotions dictate one’s
decision making ability, remains the same.
Other personal internal factors found to contribute to resiliency include coping
skills, intelligence and an empathetic, caring attitude (Benard, 2004; Benzies &
Mychasiuk, 2008; Shetgiri, et al., 2009; Werner & Smith, 1992). Coping skills include
the ability to react appropriately to adverse life events. Werner and Smith (1992) found
intelligence to be a protective factor for boys, but not girls. Finally, Benard (2004)
identifies empathy as “a hallmark of resilience,” a “fundamental people skill,” and a
“differentiating factory” between resilient and non-resilient 18-year-old males (p.16).
Personality factors. The second categorization I created in order to better
organize this section on student factors contributing to resiliency is individual student
personality factors. This categorization includes a wide-range of personality traits found
in the literature that have been shown to contribute to the resiliency of a child.
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One of the most common personality traits identified in the literature was an easy,
relaxed temperament and a positive disposition (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008; Hassinger
& Plourde, 2005; Werner & Smith, 1992). Students who were found to have an easy,
relaxed temperament and positive disposition did not become easily flustered in the wake
of difficult, stressful circumstances, but possessed the ability to persevere through tough
times (Werner & Smith, 1992). Resilient students were not affected by the ups and
downs of life, but were able to remain on focused, positive and upbeat during the most
difficult, trying times of their educational experiences (Hassinger & Plourde, 2005).
Resilient students have also been found to be friendlier with a greater degree of
social skills than non-resilient students (Benard, 2004; Luthar & Zigler, 1991). This
includes the above mentioned positive disposition and a positive outlook on life, traits
that endear one person to another (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008). Similarly, resilient
students were found to have a sense of humor that “builds positive connections between
people” and “helps transform anger and sadness into laughter” and joy (Benard, 2004, p.
27).
All of these personality traits are positive, personal factors that help a child to
become more resilient. Numerous other personal factors were identified in the literature,
but were not easily categorized. The third and final category under personal factors
contributing to a student’s resiliency simply defined as “outliers.”
Outlying factors. Outliers, or other factors contributing to resiliency, are
difficult to categorize because of the great degree of variance between traits. Even
combining multiple traits into a single paragraph has proven to be difficult. Nonetheless,
a listing of other personal factors contributing to resiliency is presented below.
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First, simply being a female has been found to be a protective factor because more
females exhibit resiliency tendencies than males (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008). Werner
and Smith (1992) found that for females, but not for males, physical attractiveness was a
protective factor. For boys, intelligence was identified as a protective factor, but not for
girls (Werner & Smith, 1992).
Other individual student traits documented in the literature include cognitive
functioning, creativity, adaptability, empathy and goal directedness (Shetgiri, et al.,
2009). Participation in extra-curricular activities including sports, volunteer work or
other school related activities significantly increased the academic resiliency of
vulnerable youth (Gordon-Rouse, 2001; Hassinger & Plourde, 2005; Peck, Roeser,
Zarrett, & Eccles, 2008). Students with special interests or hobbies were also found to be
more resilient, though maybe not more talented, than students who were not identified as
resilient (Benard, 2004; Werner & Smith, 1992).
Finally, “researchers have [also] found that some resilient individuals draw
strength from religion, others benefit from more general faith or spirituality, and other
achieve a sense of stability or coherence by finding personal answers to questions about
their sense of purpose and self-worth” (Benard, 2004, p. 32). Benzies and Mychasiuk
(2008) echo this sentiment by concluding that students who are mentally and physically
healthy are more resilient than students who are not as healthy.
All of the above internal personal traits and characteristics, whether they be
internal factors, personality factors or other factors outside these two spheres, contribute
in some form or fashion to the resiliency of child. As research in the field of resiliency
continues, more and more protective factors are being identified. With so many
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protective factors contributing to the resiliency of a child trying to comprehend “the
actual interplay between these factors in the specific context of resilient student’s lives is
a complex and arduous task” (Morales, 2010, p. 165). For example, Master, Garmezy,
Tellegen, Pellegrini, Lartan, & Larsen (1988) distinguished between protective factors
that are related to resiliency and compensatory factors related to achievement and
competence, such as intelligence. Gordon-Rouse (2001) concludes that cognitive-ability,
cognitive-environment, cognitive-control, social-ability, social-control, and personal
trust-ability are all compensatory factors and are thus not related to resiliency. Other
studies classify intelligence as a risk factor or vulnerability factor (Luthar, 1991) others as
a protective factor (Osofsky & Thompson, 2000) while others conclude that resilient
children must have at least average intelligence in order for intelligence to act as a
protective factor (Werner & Smith, 1992).
Clustering individual factors. In light of the research suggesting that multiple,
interactive factors operate collectively, Morales (2010) has recently compiled a list of
student protective factors that expounds upon and expands the previous literature on
resiliency by grouping protective factors into clusters. The specific student factors
exhibited by the 50 participants in his study were organized into two clusters. The first
cluster included willingness or desire to move up in social class, the presence of caring
school personnel (K-12), the presence of caring school personnel in college, a sense of
obligation to one’s race/ethnicity, and a strong future orientation. In the second cluster,
Morales identified a strong work ethic, persistence, high self-esteem, and an internal
locus of control, attendance at out-of-zone school, high parental expectations supported
by words and actions, and a mother who modeled a strong work ethic (Morales, 2010).
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The desire to move up in social class and persistence were both found in 94% of the
study’s participants.
Most of the factors listed above expounded upon literature that had already been
documented in previous research. Morales added to the resiliency research by clustering
protective factors into two groups and the interconnectivity of the factors in each group
based on the participants’ perspectives. Morales concludes by advocating “a need to
expand basic understandings of which groups of protective factors work well in
combination with each other and how these combinations prove efficacious” (Morales,
2010, p. 173). The analysis of grouped protective factors is intriguing because of the
interdependence of traits upon one another may lead to a greater understanding of how
and why resilient students differ from non-resilient students.
Ethnic variations in student factors. Others studies have shown an ethnic
variation in the resiliency between Black, White, and Hispanic students. Gordon (1995)
looked at the self-concept and motivational patterns of resilient African American
students, and in 1996 he looked at the self-concept and motivations of resilient Hispanic
students. In 2001, Gordon-Rouse conducted a similar study with 170 Urban Caucasian
students. In her conclusion, Gordon-Rouse writes that “resilience may not look the same
in every ethnic group” because motivational factors associated with resilience differ from
one ethnic group to another (p. 470). One such difference is that resilient Hispanic
students exhibited a sense of belongingness not found in non-resilient Hispanics, while
there was no difference in a sense of belongingness between resilient and non-resilient
African-Americans (Gordon-Rouse, 2001).
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Though not necessarily a study of ethnicity, Gonzalez & Padilla (1997) found that
Hispanic students who had immigrant parents or who were born outside of the United
States were more likely to exhibit resiliency than second and third generation Hispanics.
Also, “resilient students were more likely to have had foreign schooling compared to
non-resilient students” (R. Gonzalez & Padilla, 1997, para. 15). Similar findings are also
reported by Gándara & Contreras (2010) in that recent Latino immigrants tend to
outperform second and third generation Latinos.
One study addressing the resiliency of Hispanics found that seven core Hispanic
values including allocentrism, simpatia, familism, power distance, personal space, time
orientation and gender roles may play a role in Hispanic resiliency (Gallo, Penedo,
Espinosa de los Monteros, & Arguelles, 2009). Allocentrism and familism are
overlapping cultural factors that reflect a connective view in which the needs and
objectives of the group or family are placed over the specific needs of the individual and
strong attachments to the nuclear and extended family are emphasized (Gallo, et al.,
2009). Simpatia is defined as a Hispanic trait of non-confrontational social interactions in
which Hispanics will succumb to the authority in lieu of aggressive behavior. Personal
distance is identified with the amount of physical space between individuals during
interpersonal interactions. Hispanics tend to feel comfortable with limited personal
distance. Accordingly, the Hispanic culture tends to have well-defined gender roles with
the males being more dominant, or a strong sense of manliness commonly referred to as
Machismo and females being more submissive (Gallo, et al., 2009).
All of these Hispanic cultural traits play a role in the resilience of Hispanic youth.
Some traits such as familism and allocentrism may be positive resiliency traits in the
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development of a strong supportive social network for students. Other traits such as
gender roles or even familism may contribute to the perceived absence of resiliency in
Hispanic males (Gallo, et al., 2009). Hispanic males may feel a need to align themselves
with their cultural expectations of having to work to support the family instead of
completing a high school education (Gallo, et al., 2009). An outside perception would
deem this a lack of resiliency, while in reality the young man is simply fulfilling his role
in the Hispanic culture. The authors conclude their study by advocating for more
research on ethnic/cultural traits that may positively or negatively affect Hispanic
resiliency (Gallo, et al., 2009).
Family Factors Contributing to Resiliency
In addressing familiar factors, Werner and Smith concluded that factors
contributing to a student’s resiliency included “an educated, self-confident mother who
valued her child,” the assignment of chores to the student in childhood and in
adolescence, and supportive alternative caregivers in the family including grandparents
and older siblings (Werner & Smith, 1992, p. 13). Werner & Smith’s four protective
factors can be categorized into four broader groupings: (1) education (2) parent-child
relationship (3) parenting styles and (4) extended family member participation. These
four categories constitute the four subsections of the familial factors contributing to
resiliency.
Education. The education level of the parents and the educational expectations
that the parents have for their children often go hand in hand, but are not always mutually
inclusive. Educated parents tend to have children that are identified as being more
resilient (Werner & Smith, 1992). In studying Hispanic families, Gonzalez & Padilla
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(1997) found that the education level of the father and the mother strongly impacted the
resiliency of their children. Both mothers and fathers who graduated or pursued a
postsecondary education had a greater chance of having children who were identified as
being resilient (R. Gonzalez & Padilla, 1997). Closely associated to education levels are
parental income levels. As parental income increases, so does the resiliency level of their
children, according to one study (Peck, et al., 2008). Similarly, other studies show that a
stable and adequate incomes as well as adequate housing, provided by adequate income,
are also protective factors (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008).
In addition to parental educational level and income, parental expectations of
student education have also been found to be protective factors of resiliency (Benard,
2004; Hassinger & Plourde, 2005; Morales, 2010). Eighty percent of resilient urban
students of color indicated that high parental expectations supported by words and actions
contributed to their successful enrollment into higher education (Morales, 2010). One
key is that the parent’s words were supported by their actions. The same study revealed
that some parents move their children to schools out of their attendance zone in order to
receive what they perceive to be a better, higher quality education. In so doing, the
parents expect their children to respond in successfully appropriate manner.
Encouraging, supportive words including expressing educational goals and
expectations also contributed to the resiliency of students (Morales, 2010). The high
expectations exhibited and clearly stated by parents resulted in higher academic outcomes
(Hassinger & Plourde, 2005). When parents communicate, verbally or nonverbally, that
they have a positive belief in their child’s ability to succeed, this attitude of “you have
what it takes” is transferred to the child creating a sense of pride in oneself (Benard,
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2004, p. 56). In addition to the verbal expression of expectations to students, parents who
expressed their expectations to school personal during parental involvement activities
also had a positive impact on resiliency (Blanco-Vega, Castro-Olivo, & Merrell, 2008;
Chavkin & Gonzalez, 2000; Morales, 2010).
Parent-child relationship. The quality and type of relationship that parents have
with their child has also been found to be a protective measure of resiliency. Close
caring relationships, supportive parent-child interaction and family cohesiveness are all
attributes of a strong parent child relationship (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008; Chavkin &
Gonzalez, 2000; Leve, Fisher, & Chamberlain, 2009). Relationships where students
knew that their families loved and supported them unconditionally resulted in students
achieving higher academic outcomes (Hassinger & Plourde, 2005).
Caring parental relationships can be described as those that are nurturing, warm
empathetic, responsive, accepting, and unconditional (Benard, 2004). When parents
provide unconditional acceptance of their children for who they are, they naturally help
their child develop a sense of trust and well-being (Benard, 2004). Another study also
found that there is a positive relationship between academic achievement and having a
caring relationship with one’s family (Herman, Dornbusch, Herron, & Herting, 1997).
Families that faced adversity together, take part in frequent joint activities and
communicate regularly are identified has having supportive parent-child interactions
(Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008). “Supportive parenting behaviors have been found to
mediate and protect children from the negative consequences related to economic
distress” (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008, p. 107). Similarly, family cohesion between
parents and child as well as between mother and father equate to positive protective
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factors that help individuals cope with social and economic stressors (Benzies &
Mychasiuk, 2008).
Parent child relationship protectors are also evident in the family structure.
Students living with both biological parents were found to be more resilient than those
living in other familiar arrangements (R. Gonzalez & Padilla, 1997). Also, smaller
family units, families with older, more mature mothers, and families with two parents
help to increase the resiliency of their children (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008).
Parenting styles. The parenting style of a student’s parents is also a contributing
factor in the resiliency of students. Parents who are more authoritative as opposed to
authoritarian or permissive are more likely to have resilient children (Leve, et al., 2009).
Parents who required their students to complete household chores and held familiar
expectations for their children even through adolescence positively impacted the
resiliency of their children (Werner & Smith, 1992). Specifically, Latino students who
receive close parental monitoring and a strong relationship with their parents tend to be
more resilient (Shetgiri, et al., 2009). Parenting styles that provide structure for behavior
and are “firm” in their expectations have been shown to contribute to academic
competence (Benard, 2004). Additionally, ninety percent of college enrolled, resilient
students attribute a measure of their success to their parents who expected and
exemplified a strong work ethic (Morales, 2010).
Extended family member participation. Students exhibiting marked resiliency
frequently have a family member who plays the role of mentor in the child’s life (P.
Gándara, 1995). Sometimes the family mentor is a parent, but older siblings,
grandparents or aunts and uncles can also serve as a student’s mentor (Hassinger &
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Plourde, 2005; Werner & Smith, 1992). Hispanic families have traditionally been close
knit, cohesive units, often times living in close proximity to grandparents, aunts and
uncles (Gallo, et al., 2009). Because of the natural closeness in Hispanic families, the
readily availability of a strong familiar support group has been found to help Hispanic
student’s resiliency (Hassinger & Plourde, 2005).
External Factors Contributing to Resiliency
External factors contributing to resiliency include both school and community
factors. In addressing academic resiliency the school factors will play a more dominant
role than community factors. When students spend a third of their day in a school setting,
interacting with school personnel, it only makes sense to expect that school factors have a
profound impact on a child’s resiliency. Community factors, on the other hand, have a
lesser, but still significant impact on the lives of resilient students.
School factors. School factors include multiple aspects of the educational
experience ranging from a student’s interaction with adults, to the courses offered at the
school to the overall school environment. All three of these have been shown to have an
impact on the resiliency of particular students.
Interactions with adults. Morales (2010) interviewed 50 academically resilient
low socioeconomic students of color who had succeed in reaching the University level
and found that ninety percent of these students identified a caring school employee in
grades K-12 as a factor in their resiliency. Seventy two percent identified a caring
individual at the college level (Morales, 2010). While school personnel such as
counselors, administrators, and coaches all play a role in a child’s life, teachers play an
especially important role in the life of a resilient student (McMillan & Reed, 1994;
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Shetgiri, et al., 2009). “Teacher-mentors often play crucial roles in students’ success or
failure” (Morales, 2010, p. 172).
Staff and particularly teachers have to believe in the ability of every student to
overcome adversity (Krovetz, 1999). School personnel have to encourage students to
succeed and to not give up (Chavkin & Gonzalez, 2000). If the family, the community
and the school care deeply about the student, hold high expectations for student
achievement, provide purposeful support and value student participation, then students
will respond by having faith in the future and overcoming almost any adversity (Krovetz,
1999).
Teachers have the ability to “tip the scale, from risk to resilience” (Benard, 2004,
p. 69). Studies in which the researchers interviewed resilient students have consistently
revealed that students want teachers who care, who are trustworthy and who will
unconditionally support them academically. Additionally, resilient students also
identified the need for teachers to be firm, and “accept no excuses” and who “care
enough to refuse to let them fail” (Benard, 2004, p. 70).
Course offerings. The availability of extra-curricular activities and access to
acquiring vocational skills through vocational classes also contribute to the resiliency of a
child (Peck, et al., 2008; Shetgiri, et al., 2009; Werner & Smith, 1992). This is especially
true for Latino students (Shetgiri, et al., 2009). “Positive extracurricular activity settings
afford vulnerable youth developmentally appropriate experiences that promote
educational persistence and healthy development” (Peck, et al., 2008, p. 136). These
activities include school sponsored activities, school sports and outside volunteering.
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School environments that support extra-curricular activities support the resiliency of the
students who have access to these events (Gordon-Rouse, 2001).
School environment. The overall school environment similarly plays a role in the
resiliency of identified students (Benard, 2004; Hassinger & Plourde, 2005). Safe
schools, both physically and emotionally increase the likelihood of student success
(Benard, 2004; Hassinger & Plourde, 2005). Physically safe schools are free of violence,
illicit drug use, and graffiti and are generally clean and well cared for. Emotionally safe
schools are schools in which teachers create a positive, educationally conducive
environment where students are praised and motivated to learn (Benzies & Mychasiuk,
2008; Hassinger & Plourde, 2005). A safe, comfortable, supportive school contributes to
the educational resiliency of the students in attendance (Kitano & Lewis, 2005).
In reviewing the resilience research on the quality of the school environment,
Benard (2004), states that resilience research advocates “for an educational approach
based on meeting young people’s psychological needs – for belonging and affiliation, a
sense of competence and meaning, feelings of autonomy and safety” (p.66). Schools that
create this type of environment, in addition to the cognitive, social, an emotional needs of
children help to create resilient students (Benard, 2004; Henderson & Milstein, 2003).
Community factors. The community factors that contribute to the resiliency of
students include involvement in the community, peer acceptance, supportive mentors,
safe neighborhoods, access to quality child care, and access to quality health care
(Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008). Involvement in community activities includes social
activities and spiritual congregations in which individuals feel a sense of community
pride and ownership (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008). Peer acceptance deals with the
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relationships that students have with their classmates. The higher the level of peer
acceptance the stronger the protective factor (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008). Supportive
mentors can be school personnel or community based individuals such as youth
ministers, clergy, or even family members. As with safe schools, safe neighborhoods
help to support the protective resilience of students. Finally, access to quality childcare
and healthcare provide students the foundational needs to boost their resiliency from
childhood (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008).
“Longitudinal studies during this last decade indicate that while the absence of a
strong community is devastating for young people, the reverse is also true: positive
community contexts can be transformational” (Benard, 2004, p. 89). This is especially
true for students who are not afforded protective factors from their families or schools.
“Collective efficacy” is a term used to describe communities where residents are
cooperative and interact positively (Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997). Collective
efficacy is a sense of shared values, expectations, and social networks, regardless of
poverty level, that define orderly and acceptable behavior in the community (Sampson, et
al., 1997). For example, certain communities have zero tolerance for drugs and refuse to
allow public displays of drug use and drug houses. Other communities accept anti-social
behavior such as teen pregnancy and consequently end up with a disproportionately high
number of teenage mothers.
Communities that encourage, promote and expect students to graduate from high
school and attend college promote resiliency in students (Benard, 2004; Henderson &
Milstein, 2003). On the other hand, communities where education is not valued and
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graduating from high school is not expected become risk factors for students and help
contribute to high dropout rates (Benard, 2004; Henderson & Milstein, 2003).
Conclusion
There are no infallible predictive factors that can determine the success or failure
of a student; each individual biography is filled with peculiarities that make each
student’s experiences immensely invaluable. An individual student’s navigation of the
situations, circumstances, and challenges placed before them in their life defines their
resiliency. As a result of the individuality of resiliency, the most effective mechanism to
understand the concept of resiliency is to analyze the individual educational, familiar and
social aspects of a resilient child’s life as they have altered their predicted educational
pathway and successfully completed their high school education.
The alarmingly high number of dropout characteristics has resulted in an equally
high number of dropout programs or interventions developed to help students stay in
school. The next section of the literature review focuses on the research on dropout
prevention activities. As Ramirez & Carpenter (2009) stated there is no “magic bullet or
quick fixes” (p. 658).

Dropout Prevention
The literature on dropout prevention programs and what should be done to
prevent students from dropping out is closely related to the resiliency literature.
Protective factors identified in the resiliency literature such as strong parental support,
caring relationships and academic achievement are also well documented in the dropout
prevention literature. What has been found to contribute to the resiliency of a child has
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also been frequently found to help students stay in school. One major difference between
the two areas of study is the amount of available research literature.
The literature on dropout prevention programs and what should be done to
prevent students from dropping is astronomical. A simple search on any one of the major
academic search engines, Academic Search Complete, Education: Sage Full Text, or
ERIC, using keywords “dropout prevention” will yield hundreds of results. In spite of
the plethora of research on preventing dropouts, the problem persists. Every 9 seconds a
teen makes the decision to drop out of school never to return again (Young, 2008). What
has been determined to help students succeed also has to be implemented properly.
In an effort to better organize the large amount of research on preventing or
reducing the number of dropouts, this section will be subdivided into three categories.
The first section will address dropout prevention strategies that have been identified in
the research. The second section will address dropout prevention programs and
recommendations found in the literature. Finally, the last subsection in the prevention of
high school dropouts will look at the research on Hispanic students what can be done to
help them be more successful.
Dropout Prevention Strategies
Developing and implementing strategies to help keep students in school through
graduation has been the focus of numerous organizations and governmental agencies.
Many of the strategies and programs suggested by different organizations are very similar
in nature. Due to the many similarities in findings, one such organization, The National
Dropout Prevention Center, hosted by the University of Clemson, has been chosen as a
baseline for presenting the dropout prevention strategies found in the research. Their
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identified strategies are not to be considered all inclusive, but they do provide an
excellent overview of the research on dropout prevention.
The National Dropout Prevention Center (NDPC) is a clearinghouse for
information related to helping keep students in school. Through their research, they have
identified 15 effective strategies for reducing the dropout rate. The fifteen identified
strategies will be presented with supplemental research findings added for depth and
clarity. After the fifteen strategies have been discussed, an additional 3 strategies found
in the literature that were absent from those identified by the National Dropout
Prevention Center will addressed.

Table 1: Fifteen Dropout Prevention Strategies Identified by the NDPC by Category
School & Community
Early Interventions
Basic Core Strategies
Making the Most of
Perspective
Instruction
Systemic Renewal
Family Engagement
Mentoring / Tutoring
Professional
Development
School-Community
Early Childhood
Service-Learning
Active Learning
Collaboration
Education
Safe Learning
Early Literacy
Alternative Schooling Educational
Environments
Development
Technology
After-School
Individualized
Opportunities
Instruction
Career and
Technology
Education

School and community perspective. The NDPC grouped their 15 identified
strategies into four distinct categories. The four categories include the school and
community perspective, early interventions, basic core strategies, and making the most of
instruction. In the first category, school and community perspective, the listed strategies
include systemic renewal, school-community collaboration, and safe learning
environments.
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Systemic renewal. Systemic renewal is defined as “a continuing process of
evaluating goals and objectives related to school policies, practices, and organizational
structures as they impact a diverse group of learners” (National Dropout Prevention
Center/Network, 2010, Effective Strategies for Dropout Prevention section, para. 5). As
the name implies, systemic renewal is the renewing of the entire educational system from
top to bottom to meet the needs of all learners. All aspects of a school system are
evaluated and reorganized if found not to be producing effective results. The essential
elements of successful systemic reform are (1) consensus that change is needed (2)
capacity to plan and implement reform (3) change occurs from within (4) change must
occur at the district level as well as at the school level (5) stable, broad-based leadership,
and (6) sufficient time and resources (Smink & Schargel, 2004).
Systemic renewal also includes the active development and implementation of
new educational models that will address the twenty-first century student (Almeida,
Steinberg, Santos, & Le, 2010). Two states, North Carolina and Texas, have both been
recognized for developing projects that foster systemic renewal (Almeida, et al., 2010).
The North Carolina New Schools Project and the Texas High School Project are two
examples of what states can do to help local school districts re-evaluate their current
educational systems.
On a grander scale, Gándara & Contreras (2009) call for complete systemic
renewal of our nation’s educational framework and governmental policies. Their
recommendations include six key components: (1) integrated social services (2) early and
continuing cognitive enrichment (3) housing integration and desegregation (4) teacher
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recruitment and preparation (5) exploiting the Latino advantage (6) college preparation,
support and financial aid programs.
In regards to integrated social services, Gándara & Contreras (2009) argue for
better health care and access to social services for all poor children. Children “must be
provided with basic health care and nutrition and their families must be provided with the
means and opportunity to support their basic physical, intellectual and emotional needs
over the entire period of their development” (Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p. 318).
Their proposal for early and continuing cognitive enrichment involves providing
preschool programs for all underprivileged children as well as early intervention
programs that extend beyond the classroom and into the homes helping the parents to be
more involved in their child’s education. This proposal also includes providing extra
instructional time for students in need, as well as equal access o AP, IB and honors
courses.
The third key component of Gándara and Contreras’ (2009) systemic renewal
includes housing desegregation and the promotion of integrated schools and
neighborhoods where all ethnic groups have the same educational opportunities. Housing
desegregation can be accomplished by moving lower income families into middle and
upper class neighborhoods. Promoting integration encourages Hispanics, Blacks, Whites,
Asians and all other ethnic groups to live, work and learn together and build upon each
other’s strengths.
Another national shortcoming addressed by Gándara and Contreras (2009) is the
need for recruiting, and preparing extraordinary teachers. Recruiting successful minority
college graduates into the teaching field and encouraging them to help teach and mentor
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minority students are two aspects of addressing this problem. Providing in-depth, ongoing training on instructional methods and how to cultivate intelligence, not just
knowledge acquisition, is another way of helping teachers become extraordinary.
The fifth recommendation made by Gándara and Contreras (2009) in helping
improve the nation’s educational system is reform the immigration policy and to value
multilingualism. Allowing undocumented students who were brought to this country by
their parents and who graduate from high school to receive legal status in this country is
one way to help encourage Hispanic students to succeed educationally. Additionally, our
nation needs to view languages and multiple language acquisition as a resource, as
invaluable human capital and as a doorway to enhanced cognitive skills by encouraging
dual language programs and multilingualism in our society.
The final key component of revamping the current educational system includes
providing college preparation programs and financial aid assistance for all students.
Gándara and Contreras (2009) encourage the expansion of existing programs that have
been proven effective in helping students succeed in college. In order to help students get
into college, Gándara and Contreras (2009) advocate providing all students with the
financial assistance to attend college if they so desire.
These seven steps, though not identified specifically by Gándara and Contreras
(2009) as a method of systemic renewal, nonetheless provide an example of the type of
innovative, forward thinking initiatives that stimulate the systemic renewal of an
educational system. As seen by the number of students not finishing high school and our
nation’s diminishing status as a world educational leader, drastic changes in our nation’s
educational system are a necessary inevitability.
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School community collaboration. The second strategy identified by the NDPC in
school and community category is school community collaboration. Schools are a
function of the communities that they represent and cannot work in isolation from the rest
of the community. Other community entities such as local churches, the home, the
media, public libraries, community museums, businesses and community service
organizations are essential components of the educative community (Drew, 2004).
“Some of the initiatives that involve partnering with the community are School-to-work
programs, drug abuse prevention programs, after-school centers, and parental
involvement programs” (National Dropout Prevention Center/Network, 2010, School
Community Collaboration section, para. 3).
Safe learning environments. The third and final strategy in the school and
community category of successful strategies is the establishment of safe learning
environments. A safe learning environment is more than simply creating an environment
where the threat of physical harm and danger is minimized. A safe learning environment
is one that is “focused on academic achievement, maintaining high standards, fostering
positive relationships between staff and students, and encouraging parental and
community involvement” (National Dropout Prevention Center/Network, 2010, Safe
Learning Environment section, para. 4).
The threat of violence in schools is ever increasing. Bridgeland, Dilulio, &
Morison (2006) found that 57% of high school dropouts feel that schools are not safe
from violence. “In 2005, ten percent of all Latino students nationally reported that they
were afraid of being attacked at school or on the way to school” (P. Gándara &
Contreras, 2009, p. 110). “Resolving conflict and prevention violence are important
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factors in a safe learning environment” (National Dropout Prevention Center/Network,
2010, Safe Learning Environment section, para. 4). Developing a school safety plan is
one way in which a school can help curb physical violence (National Dropout Prevention
Center/Network, 2010). By developing a school safety plan, a school can help all
students feel comfortable in school and also set appropriate guidelines to help the student
who commit the violence in school receive the assistance they need to remain in the
regular educational setting. Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison (2006) also report that 70%
of high school dropouts would have liked more supervision and 62% wanted more
discipline.
The physical appearance of schools also has an impact on student perception of
safe schools. Schools with low dropout rates in Kentucky were found to be cleaner, more
orderly and better physical condition than schools with high dropout rates (Christle, et al.,
2007). This included less graffiti, less observable trash and the general observation that
school personnel cared about the appearance of their school (Christle, et al., 2007).
Another key aspect of creating a safe learning environment is creating an aura of
mutual respect between students, teachers and administrators. In an interview with atrisk students, Knesting (2008) found that school personnel contributed to the academic
success of at-risk children by being polite, accepting of all students, by asking for student
opinions and listening to student responses, as well as simply things such as
acknowledging students in the hallways and making eye contact. In addition, when
students feel like discipline is administered fairly with at-risk kids it also helps to keep
kids in school (Palardy, 2008). All of these actions let students know that they were cared
about and that they were valued as individuals. In so doing, at-risk students who feel
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comfortable in their school setting, have been found in multiple studies to be able to
successfully persist through high school and eventually graduated (Christle, et al., 2007;
Knesting, 2008; Palardy, 2008).
Early interventions. The second broad category identified by the NDPC is the
establishment of early intervention strategies. Pianta, et al. (2008) reported that potential
high school dropouts can be identified as early as the fifth grade. Other studies have
shown that even in kindergarten some students exhibit at-risk characteristics (Hickman, et
al., 2008). The NDPC identifies family engagement, early childhood education, and
early literacy development as three early intervention strategies that have been found
effective in helping reduce the dropout rate.
Family engagement. According the NDPC the family engagement “has a direct,
positive effect on children’s achievement and is the most accurate predictor of a student’s
success in school” (National Dropout Prevention Center/Network, 2010, Family
Engagement section, para. 1). Similarly, Schargel & Smink (2001) found that the most
accurate predictor of a student’s achievement in school is not income or social status, but
the extent to which that student’s family is able to create a home environment that
encourages learning, communicates high, yet reasonable, expectations for their children’s
achievement and future careers, and becomes involved in their children’s education at
school and in the community. Other studies have also shown that positive, interactive
parent-student communication are associated with educational attainment (Strom &
Boster, 2007).
In light of this research, schools need to do a better job of engaging parents of
minority students in the educational process. Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison (2006)
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report that 71% of high school dropouts say that increased parent involvement is one way
to help students stay in school. Gándara & Contreras (2009) found that Hispanic parents
expect their children to attend college as much or more so than White parents, but
conversely spend less time engaged in their child’s education from K-12. Hispanics
parents tend to rely on and trust the professional educators to educate their children with
little parental interference (Valenzuela & Dornbusch, 1994).
Engaging parents and a student’s family in the educational process is a role that
schools must take upon themselves as opposed to waiting for the parents to begin the
process (J. A. Patterson, Hale, & Stessman, 2007; Somers, Owens, & Piliawsky, 2009).
More often than not, the parents who feel comfortable with the school attend the most
school functions and have children who are academically successful. In light of this
observation, “it is incumbent upon school personnel to reach out to the parents of
students considered most at risk of leaving school” and work with these parents to
increase their engagement in their child’s education (J. A. Patterson, et al., 2007, p. 13).
By contrast, students who have poor relationships with their parents are more
likely to drop out of high school even if they are doing well academically and
behaviorally (Blondal & Adalbjarnardottir, 2009; Englund, Egeland, & Collins, 2008).
Youth who are academically and behaviorally competent rely on their parents as
an important source of support for their continued educational success; without
parental support, academically able adolescents may divert from a successfully
educational pathway to one of failure (Englund, et al., 2008, p. 89).
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Early childhood education. The second strategy classified in the early
interventions category is early childhood education. Early childhood education is
essential for students from low socio-economic backgrounds and children with
disabilities, special needs, and who are at-risk because of other circumstances (Stegelin,
2004). Early childhood education strategies are those in which students are provided age,
individual and culturally appropriate educational support before first grade. The single
most important component is a caring classroom (National Dropout Prevention
Center/Network, 2010). Children who participate in early childhood education programs
have lower rates of retention, higher levels of academic achievement, fewer special
education services, and have a stronger commitment to graduating high school than
students who do not receive the extra assistance (Stegelin, 2004).
For children at risk, early childhood educational programs are key components of
a school systems dropout prevention strategy (Terry, 2008). Early childhood education
has been “shown to reduce dropout rates and promote school commitment and favorable
attitudes toward the school environment” (Bradshaw, et al., 2008, p. 26). The early
development of these traits as well as the academic support provided by early education
programs can help close the gap between students who have received educational support
from their home environment and between students who have not (Stegelin, 2004).
Early literacy development. The third and final strategy identified in the early
interventions category is early literacy development. Similar to the early childhood
education component is the development of a child’s reading ability at an early age. “By
third grade it is alarmingly easy to predict who will go to college and who will not
succeed based on reading scores” (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p. 250). Instead of
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waiting for a child to become “developmentally ready to read” current educational
wisdom encourages the development of literacy skills before a child reaches school age.
“It is essential for parents and early caregivers to read daily to babies and toddlers”
(National Dropout Prevention Center/Network, 2010, Early Literacy Development
Overview section para. 1 ).
Even if pre-schoolers do not receive adequate literacy support before they begin
school, early childhood programs need to develop effective literacy instruction for all
students, but especially for at-risk students and second language learners. Flippo (2001)
suggests that the key elements for effective literacy instruction include a book-rich
literate environment, teacher read-alouds, student read-alouds to each other, shared
reading, phonological awareness instruction, phonics instruction, reading comprehension
strategy instruction, writing strategy instruction, a variety of reading and writing
activities, and time for reading and writing. Krashen (2004) would include reading for
pleasure and allowing the students to select their own reading material. “Free voluntary
reading is one of the most powerful tools we have in education” because it provides the
foundation for reaching higher levels of proficiency (Krashen, 2004, p. 1)
Other studies have shown that early literacy development leads to higher
academic performance, a higher reading self-esteem, and an overall better attitude
towards reading (Kaniuka, 2010). By providing at-risk elementary students with
evidenced-based remedial reading interventions, “students who have historically failed to
meet state achievement standards” have been found to have increased self-esteem, more
positive attitudes towards reading, and greater levels of academic success (Kaniuka,
2010, p.186). Additionally, Gándara & Contreras (2009) report that one of the success
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factors of Hispanic students who have succeeded beyond expectations was their exposure
“to a great deal of reading even though their parents had limited formal education”
(p.208).
Basic core strategies. In addition to early intervention programs, the NDPC has
identified four basic core strategies that have been proven to help students stay on path to
graduate. The basic core strategies are those that should be included in every school or
school districts dropout prevention program. These strategies include mentoring/tutoring,
service-learning, alternative schooling, and after-school opportunities.
Mentoring/Tutoring. The NDPC classifies mentoring and tutoring programs into
one of the 15 strategies because they are both focusing on one-to-one activities between a
child and another individual. Mentoring programs provide a caring, supportive
relationship between the student and the mentor based on trust and respect for the
purpose of providing the student emotional and psychological support. Tutoring focuses
on academics and is an especially effective tool in helping meet the specific, individual
academic needs of the child.
One of the primary reasons students give for dropping out of school is that no one
cared about them. The purpose of a mentoring program is to provide that caring
individual for students who are in need of positive role models and an additional support
system (De La Cruz, 2008). Student-instructor relationships are a more significant
predictor of school completion than student-to-student relationships (Reio Jr, Marcus, &
Sanders-Reio, 2009). In interviewing high school dropouts from across the country,
Bridgeland, Dilulio & Morison (2006) discovered that only 41% of high school dropouts
felt like they had someone in school to talk to about their problems. Sixty-two percent
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said that schools should do more to provide students with assistance in dealing with their
problems (Bridgeland, et al., 2006).
The value of a student’s relationship with a committed, caring, attentive adult
cannot be over-stated (Garrett, Antrop-González, & Vélez, 2010; Knesting, 2008). All
students need someone to talk to, but especially at-risk students (Knesting, 2008).
Positive student-teacher interactions have been shown to reinforce a student’s academic
goals as well as increase the positive interaction between the parents and the school
(Strom & Boster, 2007; Test, et al., 2009). Teachers can show students that they care by
getting to know them on a personal basis, by being easy to talk to about personal
problems, and by holding students to high academic expectations (Garrett, et al., 2010).
Mentoring programs are especially important for Latino students. “If there is any
common denominator among virtually all Latino students who we have known to beat the
odds, it is that some adult steps forward in their lives to encourage them – tell them they
are smart and ‘can do it’ – and provides guidance for how that might happen”(P.
Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p. 233). Because many Hispanic parents lack the social
capital to assist their child through the educational process, the individuals that step
forward to encourage Latino children are teachers, counselors, clergymen, family friends,
or even someone associated with a special program, such as a mentoring program. These
individuals can provide the necessary assistance for Hispanic students to be successful in
school even when their family lacks the necessary social capital.
Mentoring programs such as Big Brothers/Big Sisters of America have been
shown to reduce behavioral problems, improve social skills, and promote positive
student-teacher relations so long as they last at least one school year (Bradshaw, et al.,
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2008). The Check & Connect mentoring program specifically aims at increasing student
engagement, attendance, and participation by assigning at-risk students a school-based
mentor that works with the students and the family.
The program targets several of the core competencies such as promoting positive
adult-youth relationships, a positive connection between the youth and school,
and effective decision making skills, along with monitoring of the child’s school
attendance and accomplishment of individually tailored academic goals”
(Bradshaw, et al., 2008, p. 26).
The program’s effectiveness has significantly been shown to increase student attendance
and engagement in school (Lehr, Sinclair, & Christenson, 2004).
Tutoring has also been found to be an effecting dropout prevention strategy
(Somers, et al., 2009). Students who are provided academic tutoring have improved
attitudes toward staying in school and better achievement outcomes via GPA (Somers, et
al., 2009). The study also found that students developed a close relationship with their
tutors which may also have additional positive outcomes (Somers, et al., 2009).
Service learning. The second strategy classified as a basic core strategy is service
learning. “Service learning is a teaching and learning method that connects meaningful
community service experiences with academic learning, personal growth, and civic
responsibility” (National Dropout Prevention Center/Network, 2010, Service Learning
section, para. 1 ). Key elements of a successful service-learning program are that students
learn by doing, students’ services learn from each other, student reflect on what they are
doing through writing and discussion of applications in a real-world context, students are
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leaders of the project, and students are engaged in community-based learning projects
(Shumer & Duckenfield, 2004).
High School dropouts frequently cite boredom and a lack of meaningful learning
experiences and two of the most common reasons for dropping out of high school
(Bridgeland, et al., 2006). Bridgeland, Dilulio & Morison (2006) suggest that schools
should make learning meaningful and relevant in order to help encourage students to stay
in school through graduation. Similarly researchers have also found that “the relevance
of the curriculum is a key to becoming reengaged learners” (Finnan & Chasin, 2007, p.
628). When students perceive that what they are learning is in some way preparing them
for what they consider to be a productive adulthood, their motivation increases as does
their desire to remain in school (L. J. Kortering & Christenson, 2009).
Alternative schooling. Alternative schooling is also listed as an effective dropout
prevention strategy by NDPC. The traditional high school setting has changed little over
the past century. For years, students have been forced to conform to the cookie cutter,
one-size fits all educational model provided by local school districts (Feinstein & Peck,
2008). The traditional high school can no longer serve the needs of the students and their
family lifestyles common in the twenty first century (National Dropout Prevention
Center/Network, 2010). “Alternative schooling is not an option in America – it is an
absolute requirement in every community” because too many students are not successful
in the traditional high school setting (National Dropout Prevention Center/Network,
2010, Alternative Schooling section, para. 2).
Alternative schooling options are varied and far-reaching. Some models include
self-contained classrooms within a traditional school, others involve a school with-in-a-
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school model. Still others separate the alternative school from the regular high school
and provide different academic and social programs. Still others see alternative
schooling as schools of choice, remedial schools, private schools, magnet schools, or
residential schools. With the ever increasing availability of on-line courses, virtual
schools, and learning from home opportunities, there are more and more viable
educational options for students who are not successful in the regular education setting
and are in need of alternative schooling methods. “Changing the entrenched structures
and culture of high schools is imperative if poor and racial and language minority
students are to succeed in the U.S. Schools” (J. A. Patterson, et al., 2007, p. 14).
The state of Texas as recently approved 251 Optional Flexible School Day
programs (OFSD) in which students are not required to attend school from the traditional
8:00 to 3:30 time slots. With the OFSD program, districts are allowed to conduct classes
outside the regular school day, including evenings, weekends and early mornings. This
option allows students the flexibility to attend school when it best suits their needs while
at the same time allows the district to continue to receive funding based on the number of
hours the student attends school.
After school options. The final strategy listed as a basic core strategy is the
availability of after school options. After school programs are enrichment, academic,
recreational or community service activities provided by the school for all students.
Academic activities include homework assistance, hands-on learning and tutoring.
Enrichment activities include visual and performing arts, field trips, character education,
and critical thinking skills. Recreational activities include organized sports and sports
education. Community service involves civic organizations and connecting students to
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the community. One reason some students drop out of high school is the lack of
extracurricular activities that contribute to a child’s sense of belonging (Garrett, et al.,
2010). Gándara and Contreras (2009) recommend that schools make extracurricular
activities part of the school day in order to increase Hispanic student participation.
“The most powerful practical strategy to help more students become engaged in
school and learning is to get them involved in the non-academic side of schooling” (L. J.
Kortering & Christenson, 2009, p. 12). Extracurricular activities including musical
groups, sports, clubs, and even Reserve Officers Training Cadets (ROTC) all have a
positive effect on keeping kids involved in school and on track to graduation (L. J.
Kortering & Christenson, 2009). The availability of extracurricular activities has also
been found to help Puerto Rican students by helping them establish social capital through
social networking that helped to “facilitate their access to school-related resources like
homework help and mentorship” (Garrett, et al., 2010, p. 109). Students who participate
in extracurricular activities tend to perform well in school and score higher on
standardized tests such as the SAT and ACT (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009).
Making the most of instruction. The final category of strategies found to reduce
the dropout rate is making the most of instruction. Making the most of instruction is the
implementation of good teaching strategies and providing teachers with the skills they
need to be successful in the classroom. Thus the first strategy is professional
development, followed by active learning, educational technology, individualized
instruction, and career and technology education.
Professional development. Optimizing instruction begins with the teacher and
the teacher’s requisite instructional skills. The quality of the classroom teacher has
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“substantial” effects on students’ achievement growth (Rowan, Correnti, & Miller, 2002).
The classroom teacher is the single greatest factor contributing to the success or failure of
a student (Voke, 2003). This is especially true for Latino students. “Perhaps the most
essential resource needed by Latino students is high-quality, stable teachers who are well
trained to address their learning needs” (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p. 103). Studies
have also shown that as teacher quality increases, so do student test scores on nationally
standardized achievement tests (Rockoff, 2004). All teachers, regardless of experience
level need continual, on-going professional development (Joyce & Calhoun, 2010).
Professional development is defined as opportunities for learning that are
purposely created for teachers and administrators to enhance their knowledge and
competence in their assigned roles and to create opportunities for individual educators
and small groups to generate initiatives (Joyce & Calhoun, 2010). Key components of a
successful professional development program are (1) active learning activities, (2)
collaborative study of student learning (3) focused on student success through improved
teaching and learning (4) supported by administration and (5) sustainable and on-going
(Council for School Performance, 1998; Joyce & Calhoun, 2010).
Preparing teachers to meet the academic needs of students is essential to reducing
dropout rates. Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison (2006) report that 81% of dropouts said
that poor teachers contributed to their decision to leave school early. “Good teachers”
have been shown to play a major role in helping minority students be successful (Garrett,
et al., 2010).
Active learning. The second strategy classified under making the most of
instruction is active learning. Active learning can be defined as the use of “teaching and
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learning strategies that engage and involve students in the learning process” through the
use of a “variety of activities to meet the learning styles of their students” (National
Dropout Prevention Center/Network, 2010, Active Learning section, para. 1). Active
learning strategies include cooperative learning, learning styles theory, multiple
intelligences theory, and project-based learning. Many of which have been shown to be
effective for English language learners (Baker, 2006).
Forty-seven percent of high school dropouts left school because they were bored
and felt like their classes were irrelevant. (Bridgeland, et al., 2006). In another similar
study, researchers found that “most teachers were unable to see that a relationship existed
between their instructional practices and students’ disengagement from school” (J. A.
Patterson, et al., 2007, p. 12 ). Students complained that teachers’ use of traditional
direct instructional practices such as lecturing and note taking for the entire hour and a
half class period resulted in their disengagement (J. A. Patterson, et al., 2007). More
active learning opportunities were cited as one solution to helping student engagement
and eventual student academic success (L. J. Kortering & Christenson, 2009; J. A.
Patterson, et al., 2007).
In comparing high schools with low dropout rates to high schools with high
dropout rates, Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson (2007) found that in schools with low dropout
rates the teachers used more instructional strategies and that student engagement was
much higher. Colbeck, Cabrera & Terenzini (2001) state
Teaching practices – in particular, hands-on learning experiences, collaborative
learning experiences, continuous feedback, and teacher clarity – could have a
greater effect on student achievement and self-perceptions for women and
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minorities . . .than factors like school climate, socioeconomic status” and SAT
scores (as cited in Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p. 240).
Educational technology. The use of educational technology has also been found
to be an effective dropout prevention strategy. The NDPC does not clearly define
educational technology but states that there are “many ways to define it” and then
discusses the use of computers and the internet (National Dropout Prevention
Center/Network, 2010). Computer and internet usage is a large component of
educational technology, but is not an all inclusive. Other technological tools such as
cameras, digital and audio recording devices, and even cell phones are all becoming part
of the educational scene.
The primary role for schools is to provide access to these technological resources
to all students. White students are twice as likely as Latino students to have a computer
at home and two and a half times more likely to have internet access (Schargel & Smink,
2001). Students with access to computers at home are 6 to 8 percentage points more
likely to graduate from school than students who do not have access to a computer (P.
Gándara & Contreras, 2009). Schools that provide educational technology for student
usage have been found to empower students, change reluctant learners into motivated
learners, build student self-esteem and help provide multiple, flexible learning
opportunities for all students (Wesley, 2004).
Hispanic students are especially in need of access to technology. Only 37% of
Latino students have internet access at home compared to 54% of White students
(Wilhelm, Carmen, & Reynolds, 2002). Hispanic students are also more likely to use
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technology for games and entertainment than they are for educational purposes or for
seeking information (Wilhelm, et al., 2002).
Individualized instruction. The fourth strategy identified as a way of making the
most of instruction is providing individualized instruction. Special Education laws
require the use of individualized education plans, but students in the regular education
setting receive no such assistance even though at-risk students can greatly benefit from
individualized programs (National Dropout Prevention Center/Network, 2010).
Individualized instruction meets the individual social, cultural, and academic needs of
each child regardless of their socioeconomic background, their rate of learning or their
intellectual strengths and weaknesses (National Dropout Prevention Center/Network,
2010).
“Adolescents invest in academic tasks to the extent that they find these tasks
valuable and interesting” (Archambault, et al., 2009, p. 413). Consequently, efforts that
sustain and nurture student values and interests promote student engagement and an
overall positive school experience (Archambault, et al., 2009). When instruction is based
on student needs, the child is more likely to experience success and remain in school until
graduation. In fact, Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison (2006) report that 81% of dropouts
say that if classes would have been more geared towards their interests their chances of
remaining in school would have greatly increased.
Career and technology education. The final strategy in helping to make the most
of instruction is providing a career and technology education (CTE) program for all
students. CTE programs are no longer simply providing students a vocational skill, but
they are now integrating academic and career-based skills into the curriculum and are
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thus raising the academic standards for all students (National Dropout Prevention
Center/Network, 2010). CTE programs have also been shown to reduce the dropout rate
for at-risk students by providing them “relevant experiences that integrate school-based
and work-based learning” (National Dropout Prevention Center/Network, 2010, Career
and Technology Education section, para. 2 ). Vocational education coursework that
includes career awareness and career exploration are essential strategies to increasing
student graduation rates (Test, et al., 2009).
This section on Making the Most of Instruction can be summed up with the need
for student engagement. Students engaged in school, either via active learning,
educational technology, individualized instruction or CTE courses, are significantly more
likely to remain in school and eventually graduate (Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong,
2008; L. Kortering & Braziel, 2008; L. J. Kortering & Christenson, 2009; McMahon,
Parnes, Keys, & Viola, 2008; Reschly, Huebner, Appleton, & Antaramian, 2008;
Sharkey, You, & Schnoebelen, 2008; Test, et al., 2009; Wigfield et al., 2008; You et al.,
2008). All of the components in this subsection, including staff development, are aimed
at increasing student engagement. Student engagement can also be increased by
increasing access to school related social resources, having caring supportive teachers,
promoting reading, and reducing bullying (McMahon, et al., 2008; Sharkey, et al., 2008;
Wigfield, et al., 2008; You, et al., 2008). Students with a rapid decrease in school
engagement or those with low school engagement levels in early adolescence are more
likely to dropout (Janosz, et al., 2008). In fact, Kortering & Braziel (2008) refer to
student engagement as the “key to school completion” (p.461).
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Other strategies. The NDPC’s identification of 15 research-based strategies is
very thorough and inclusive, but there are three other strategies addressed in the literature
that were not included in the NDPC’s list. These three strategies include transition
programs, early identification and counseling programs.
Transition programs. First, transition programs, especially from junior high to
high school or from 8th grade to 9th grade have shown considerable benefits for reducing
the dropout rate (L. J. Kortering & Christenson, 2009; Test, et al., 2009). Research on
the importance of a student’s ninth grade in reducing the dropout rate is well documented
(McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010; Neild, Stoner-Eby, & Furstenberg Jr, 2008; N. C.
Patterson, et al., 2007; Zovich, 2006). Students who successfully navigate from ninth to
tenth grade have a significantly better chance of graduating from high school (Neild, et
al., 2008; N. C. Patterson, et al., 2007; Zovich, 2006). Strategies suggested to help aid
students in this transition include smaller class sizes, personalized instruction, mentoring,
and small learning communities (Zovich, 2006). A couple of these strategies are
mentioned for all students, not just for those who are at risk of dropping out. The
difference in this case is that the personalized instruction and the mentoring need to begin
in the ninth grade for identified youth.
Early identification system. Second, early identification systems need to be in
place as early as possible in order to identify potential dropouts before it is too late
(Robert Balfanz, et al., 2007). This strategy is essential for elementary and junior high
schools. Identifying potential dropouts in high school is more often than not too late
(Robert Balfanz, et al., 2007).
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Some studies indicate that as early as kindergarten and definitely by fourth grade,
students with attendance problems and students who are retained need to receive some
sort of intervention. Early intervention and continual monitoring seem to be the key
(Christle, et al., 2007). Strategies discussed above such as literacy development, tutoring,
mentoring and family engagement can help return a child to the graduate path (National
Dropout Prevention Center/Network, 2010). With early intervention and the
implementation of targeted dropout prevention strategies at-risk pre-teens do not have to
remain at-risk forever (Robert Balfanz, et al., 2007).
Formal counseling. Counseling can occur informally between a teacher and a
student as they build a personal relationship over the years. Counseling can also occur
formally when counselors make a concerted effort to reach out and help students. For the
purpose of this dropout prevention strategy formal counseling programs will be
discussed. In studying at-risk students who have succeeded in graduating from high
school many students refer to emotional, psychological, and academic assistance
provided by a school counselor as one of the reason why they graduated (K. P. Gonzalez,
Stoner, & Jovel, 2003; Jodry, Robles-Pina, & Nichter, 2004; Knesting, 2008; Terry,
2008; White & Kelly, 2010).
The Journal of Counseling and Development recently published an article that
offered “guidelines for how school counselors can deliver empirically supported
strategies to address [the dropout problem] as part of their comprehensive guidance
programs” (White & Kelly, 2010, p. 227). The researchers identified six domains
addressing protective factors and at-risk factors and included specific strategies that
counselors can follow in each domain. The six domains identified to decrease school
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dropout rates include social support, monitoring and mentoring, personal and social skill
development, parent involvement, academic instruction and academic support. Appendix
A summarizes their suggestions in a table format.
Conclusion. While each dropout prevention strategy has been shown to be
effective for certain individuals, one prevention strategy is not “sufficient to catch the
subtleties of psychological development during adolescence” (Archambault, et al., 2009,
p. 414). The integration of multiple dropout prevention strategies that address students
emotions, cognitions and behaviors will provide at-risk students the best opportunity to
overcome the odds and graduate from high school (Archambault, et al., 2009).
Consequently, the most effective dropout prevention programs incorporate multiple
dropout prevention strategies.
Dropout Prevention Programs
There are literally thousands of dropout prevention programs being implemented
across the nation in an effort to reduce the number of students dropping out of high
school. The NDPC lists 314 programs that they have evaluated and found to be
successful, based on their 15 dropout prevention strategies, in helping students stay in
school. One hundred of the identified programs have strong evidence for success, 121
have moderate evidence, while 93 have limited evidence. Reviewing all of the progra ms
identified by the NDPC and all of the programs found in the literature is far above and
beyond the scope of this review. The purpose of this section is to present some of the
research on dropout prevention programs as a whole.
Of the hundreds of programs reviewed by the NDPC key components of
successful programs have been identified by educational agencies and researchers aimed
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at reducing the nation’s dropout rate. Three organizations, the National Center for
School Engagement, the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) What Works
Clearinghouse, and the Texas Education Agency (TEA), as well as one prominent
researcher, Eisenman, have all identified key elements of a dropout prevention program.
The recommendations provided by each do not fit perfectly into identical categories, but
similarities between the four do exist. Table 2 identifies the recommendations of each
report.

Table 2: Key Elements of a Dropout Prevention Program
Eisenman
National Center for
IES What Works
(2007)
School Engagement
Clearinghouse
Academic
Success
Caring Adults

Attendance
 Reduced
absences
Attachment
 Relationships
 Positive School
Climate

Dealing
Immediately
with Personal
Concerns

Achievement
 Providing
students tools
and resources

Connect
Learning to
Student Goals

Diagnostic
 Data systems for
identification
Targeted Interventions
 Mentors
 Academic
Support
 Improve Student
Behavior
School Interventions
 Personalized
learning
 Rigorous and
Relevant
Instruction

Texas
Education
Agency
Data Systems for
Identification
Challenging,
Personalized
Learning
Environments

Mentors and
Advocates

Academic
Support for
Students who
Fall Behind

For organizational purposes the following section will be organized around the
three key components of a dropout prevention program as identified by the United States
Department of Education Institute of Education Sciences What Works Clearinghouse.
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The IES What Works Clearinghouse provides a “practical guide” that outlines how to
create a dropout prevention program. The Institute’s stated purpose is to help school
officials develop and implement dropout prevention policies and practices (Dynarski et
al., 2008). The report includes specific recommendations including suggestions on how
to carry out each recommendation. Their three broad categories are closely aligned to the
15 strategies identified by the NDPC and include Diagnostic interventions, Targeted
interventions, and School-wide interventions.
Diagnostic interventions. The primary recommendation identified by the IES
What Works Clearinghouse in the Diagnostic category is to “utilize data systems that
support a realistic diagnosis of the number of students who drop out and that help identify
individual students at high risk of dropping out” (Dynarski, et al., 2008, p. 4). The data
should include at the minimum, absences, grade retention, and academic achievement and
should be reviewed regularly.
Similarly, the Texas Education Agency also strongly recommends the
establishment of a data system to monitor and track potential dropouts. By requiring
local school districts to identify and submit list of at-risk students, the state is
encouraging districts to keep data on their potential dropouts. Additionally, in the data
systems category, the state recommends the implementation of a 9th Grade Transition
Program and the Statewide Tools for Teaching Excellence program.
Though not specifically identified as a diagnostic recommendation, the National
Center for School Engagement includes monitoring and promoting student attendance as
one of their primary components of a dropout prevention program. Promoting
attendance involves the design and implementation of evidence-based strategies to reduce
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all absences, both excused and unexcused (National Center for School Engagement,
2010). Ensuring that students are regularly attending school helps to reduce the
likelihood of students becoming disengaged from school and leaving before graduation.
Targeted interventions. The second category identified by the IES
Clearinghouse is Targeted Interventions. This category includes mentorship programs,
providing academic support and improving student behavior. Each of the three
components of this category will be discussed separately.
Mentoring. A mentoring program is the only key recommendation of a dropout
prevention program mentioned by all three agencies and Eisenman (2007). Mentoring is
also a common theme in resiliency research as well as dropout prevention. The IES
defines mentoring as “assigning adult advocates to students at risk of dropping out”
(Dynarski, et al., 2008, p. 6). Their recommendation for the development of a mentor
program includes providing training for the mentor and to purposefully match mentors
with mentees.
Two of Eisenman’s (2007) four key elements of a successful dropout prevention
program can be classified under the broad heading of mentorship. Eisenman’s two key
components are helping the student realize that adults in the school care about them as
individuals and providing students the support to manage immediate personal concerns
(Eisenman, 2007). Helping students understand that they are cared for can be
accomplished by a formal mentoring program, but a caring school atmosphere is also
created by teachers and staff members who personally work with students and express
their care and concern through their everyday interactions with students. Additionally,
providing support for a student’s immediate personal concerns can be accomplished by
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the classroom teacher, but can also be established with a counselor who follows and
advises the student through the high school years.
The National Center for School Engagement does not specifically mention the
term mentoring as a primary component of a dropout prevention program, but they keep
to their theme of beginning each component with the letter “a” and thus refer to this
recommendation as attachment. Attachment is defined by establishing meaningful,
caring, supportive relationships with students and their families through. Attachment
also includes “developing positive school climates, family and community engagement,
and student-focused programs” as well as mutually defined expectations (National Center
for School Engagement, 2010, Approach to School Success section, para. 5 ).
The Texas Education Agency also highly recommends developing a mentor or
student advocate program to help at-risk students graduate from high school. The TEA
website provides information on the following mentor programs available in the state:
Academic Innovation and mentoring, Amachi mentoring, Collaborative Dropout
Reduction Program, Communities in Schools, Life Skills for Student Parents, Student
Excellent and Readiness Through Volunteers in Education, and Texas GEAR Up.
Academic support. The second intervention under Targeted Interventions is to
“provide academic support and enrichment to improve academic performance (Dynarski,
et al., 2008, p. 6). The stated purpose of this recommendation is to improve and enhance
student engagement.
Eisenman (2007) and the National Center for School Engagement both also
recommend that academic support be a key component of a dropout prevention program
in order to increase “academic success” and “academic achievement” respectively
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(Approach to School Success section, para. 6). In order for students to remain actively
engaged in school they must experience some sort of academic success (Eisenman,
2007). Promoting achievement, according to the National Center for School
Engagement, means providing students with tools and resources to successfully graduate
from high school (National Center for School Engagement, 2010, Approach to School
Success section, para. 6).
The Texas Education Agency also strongly recommends academic support to
increase student engagement. Specifically, the state urges local districts to provide
immediate support and special assistance to students who begin to fall behind
academically. The state also recommends the following programs listed in the area of
academic support: 21st Century Community Learning Centers, Algebra Readiness,
Dropout Recovery Pilot Program, Investment Capital Fund, Limited English Proficient
Student Success Initiative, Optional Extended Year Program, and Technology Based
Supplemental Mathematics Instruction Pilot Programs.
Improvement of student behavior. The third recommendation by the IES What
Works Clearinghouse under the Targeted Interventions category is to “implement
programs to improve student’s classroom behavior and social skills” (Dynarski, et al.,
2008). Strengthening problem solving skills and decision making skills as well as
support for external factors affecting behavior all fall under this recommendation.
School-Wide interventions. The third category identified by the IES
Clearinghouse is School-wide Interventions. This category includes personalized
learning as well as providing rigorous and relevant instruction to all students and student
groups. Both components of this category will be discussed separately.
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Personalized learning. The first recommendation by IES in this category is to
“personalize the learning environment and instructional process” (Dynarski, et al., 2008,
p. 6). By implementing this recommendation students can develop a sense of belonging,
helping to foster a climate of academic, social and behavioral encouragement.
Personalized learning has long been a component of special needs students, but is now
becoming more and more essential for at-risk students as well.
Similarly, Eisenman (2007) has proposed that “the key to solving the dropout
problem is to effectively engage students in the schooling process” and “to intentionally
promote self-determination (p.2). This includes connecting what the child is doing in
school to important personal goals as one of the key components of a dropout prevention
program. This key concept is closely related to providing personalized learning
opportunities to students. When students can see the connection between what they are
learning in the classroom to their everyday lives they are less likely to withdraw from
school before graduation (Bridgeland, et al., 2006).
Rigorous and relevant instruction. The final recommendation by the IES
Clearinghouse identified in the School-wide Interventions category is to “provide
rigorous and relevant instruction to better engage students in learning and provide the
skills needed to graduate and to serve them after they leave school” (Dynarski, et al.,
2008, p. 6). This recommendation includes making sure all teachers receive the
necessary staff development and that students are afforded the opportunity to take Career
and Technical Education courses.
The Texas Education Agency’s webpage does not use the terms rigorous and
relevant in their recommendations for dropout prevention programs, but they do advocate
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for the implementation of challenging and personalized learning environment. Included
in their list of programs in this category are opportunities for students to take college
level courses while still in high school as well as opportunities for students to take Career
and Technology courses and courses that provide job training before high school
graduation. In the learning environments category, the programs listed include: College
Readiness Initiative for middle School Students, Early College High Schools, High
Schools That Work, Secondary School Redesign and Restructuring and T-STEM
Academies.
The National Center for School Engagement (NCSE), the IES What Works
Clearinghouse, the Texas Education Agency, and Eisenman (2007) all provide valuable
suggestions for key components of an effective dropout prevention program. Much of
what these four reports advocate are in sync with the NDPC’s 15 identified strategies.
For additional information, the NCSE website provides free access to information about
dropout prevention programs being implemented across the nation. The IES website also
outlines how to create a dropout prevention program using their recommended strategies.
Finally, the TEA website lists and provides links to numerous proven dropout prevention
programs being implemented across the state.
Survey of urban school districts. Sadly enough, a 2006 survey of 10 urban
school districts across the nation conducted by Hoyle and Collier determined that the
recommendations identified by Eisenman 2007, the National Center for School
Engagement, the IES What Works Clearinghouse, and the Texas Education Agency are
not being implemented in schools. Hoyle and Collier’s contacted the 10 urban school
districts and asked each district to delineate what they were doing to help reduce the
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number of dropouts in their respective districts. Thirty-eight strategies were identified by
the ten districts with only a “minimum [number] of strategies mentioned that linked to the
15 strategies recommended by the National Dropout Prevention Center” (Hoyle &
Collier, 2006, p. 87).
Most of the strategies mentioned by the 10 surveyed districts were punitive in
nature and involved school level disciplinary action, the criminal justice system, local
police and district attorneys (Hoyle & Collier, 2006). In their interviews, only two
districts referred to any type of dropout “recovery program” and only one district
mentioned a strategy that could be classified as an instructional initiative (Hoyle &
Collier, 2006). This lack of emphasis on what is taking place in the classroom is an area
of concern. Hopefully changes have been made in these 10 districts since 2006.
In light of the findings by Hoyle and Collier, there are numerous resources
available for dropout prevention program development. The NDPC lists 145 programs
addressing systemic review, 188 programs for school community-collaboration, 170 for
safe learning environments, 152 for family engagement, 56 for early childhood education,
42 for early literacy development, 186 for mentoring/tutoring, 88 for service learning,
115 for alternative schooling, 101 for after school opportunities, 108 for staff
development, 112 for active learning, 101 for educational technology, 141 for
individualized instruction, and 113 for career and technology education (National
Dropout Prevention Center/Network, 2010). A description of all of the listed programs is
available on their website with resources for planning and implementation easily
accessible.
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While many programs have shown to have some measure of success at helping
prevent dropouts, the problem still persists. There is no fool-proof program, there is no
one-size fits all dropout prevention program (Ramirez & Carpenter, 2009). Moreover,
there is a “limited knowledge base of evidence-based programs to prevent early school
leaving across multiple school settings or at different points in the process of
disengagement” (Bradshaw, et al., 2008, p. 28).
The dropout prevention programs delineated above are designed to assist students
of all races to be successful in school. The research-based findings have not been
specific to one particular race or ethnicity. On the other hand, there has been research
conducted specifically on dropout prevention strategies or programs designed specifically
to assist Hispanic students to stay on course through graduation. The next section deals
with the Hispanic dropout prevention literature and discusses programs, strategies, and
Hispanic cultural traits that may help Hispanics be more successful in the American
educational system.
Hispanic Dropout Prevention Literature
The literature on the effectiveness of dropout prevention strategies and programs
for Hispanics is not as well established as it is for other races, but nonetheless some
milestone research studies have made substantial inroads into what helps Hispanic
students graduate from high school. First, dropout prevention programs, specifically
dealing with Hispanics, need to be culturally supportive as well as understanding of the
importance of the family in the Hispanic culture. Secondly, researchers have identified
key components of schools that have been shown to help Hispanic students be more
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successful in school. The next two sections review literature on how dropout prevention
programs and schools can better meet the needs of Hispanic students.
Cultural support. One study, Nesman 2007, specifically dealing with Mexican
born and US born Mexican Americans found that traditional dropout prevention
programs are effective for Latino students, but do not go far enough in providing cultural
support. Nesman (2007) identified the key characteristics of successful Latino dropout
prevention programs as;
communication of respect for linguistic and cultural backgrounds, long-term
program involvement with students, high quality curricula and staff, facilitation of
student advancement, substantive work experience and linkage to high-quality
jobs, tutoring and mentoring with successful and caring role models, family and
community involvement, and native language support along with English
language development (p.427).
One component of the respect for the Hispanic culture is the adaptation of existing
curricular and behavioral interventions by valuing the Latino heritage in the school
setting (Nesman, 2007).
Patterson, Hale & Stessman (2007) expand on this idea of cultural relevant
learning by stating that cultural understanding goes beyond the rhetoric of valuing school
diversity. “Culturally responsive teachers integrate cultural studies within the context of
the daily lessons rather than celebrating special holidays or months, which tend to be
‘add-ons’ to the curriculum and sends the message they are marginal activities rather than
important and valued knowledge” (J. A. Patterson, et al., 2007, p. 13). They go on to say
that when teachers use a student’s language and culture in their instructional practices
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they capitalize on a student’s bilingualism and create opportunities for a student’s culture
and heritage to be seen as a strength and not a deficit (Bae, Holloway, Li, & Bempechat,
2008; J. A. Patterson, et al., 2007).
Supporting the conclusions drawn by Nesman, a study in California found that in
order for Mexican immigrants to succeed in college they often have to “follow a
conventional path to college” that often times “conflicts with their own cultural values”
(Valadez, 2008, p. 834). These conflicts resulted in considerable anxiety and tension for
the Hispanic students. Valadez advocates that high school counselors and college
admissions representatives “must develop a deeper understanding of the cultural
perspectives and values of immigrant students and their families” to help immigrant
students obtain educational success while not having to sacrifice their heritage (Valadez,
2008, p. 857). Counselors can also serve as agents of social capital for Latino/a students
by providing valuable education assistance and information to students who would
otherwise be without guidance (K. P. Gonzalez, et al., 2003). Once again, mentoring
programs, strong counseling programs and a cultural understanding will all help Hispanic
students be more academically successful.
Importance of Hispanic families. A significant attribute of the MexicanAmerican culture is the concept of familism. Familism is a concept containing three
dimensions, structural, attitudinal and behavioral, that operate within an extended family
system (Valenzuela & Dornbusch, 1994). The structural dimension relates to the spatial
and social boundaries delineated by the presence or absence of nuclear and extended
family members (Valenzuela & Dornbusch, 1994). “The attitudinal dimension refers to
the expressed identification with the interest and welfare of the family” (Valenzuela &
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Dornbusch, 1994, p. 19). The behavioral dimension deals with the different degrees
(Valenzuela & Dornbusch, 1994) of attachment and affinity the child has with the family
members For Hispanic students, “familism was found to be a cultural norm that
becomes a social capital variable that helps explain why some Mexican origin youth
experience academic success” (Valenzuela & Dornbusch, 1994, p. 32). In their study,
they found that familism combined with parental education was of greater social and
cultural relevance to Mexican origin youth than it was to Anglo children (Valenzuela &
Dornbusch, 1994).
“One of the most cohesive forces of the Latino community is caring, cooperation,
and contribution to la familia” (Hondo, Gardiner, & Sapien, 2008, p. 128-9). Hispanic
siblings are expected to support and help each other in and outside of the school setting.
Closely related to this is the respecto or respect of elders that children are expected to
have in the Hispanic culture. “Adults are the bearers of wisdom, not children, and
parents’ positions and knowledge is to be highly valued” (Hondo, et al., 2008, p. 129).
Hispanic children are expected to respect the wisdom and experience of their elders.
Though not specifically looking at potential high school dropouts, a study
conducted by Sanchez, Reyes & Singh (2005) added to the literature on the important
role that parents of Hispanic students play in the educational success of their children.
Despite the limited educational levels of many Hispanic parents, their role of providing
support, motivating, encouraging and doing whatever necessary to help their children
succeed academically was invaluable (Sanchez, Reyes, & Singh, 2005). Sacrificial, selfless parenting was found to make the difference in the lives of successful Hispanic
students (Sanchez, et al., 2005) .
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Key components of Hispanic dropout prevention programs. In addition to
including cultural and familiar awareness in dropout prevention programs geared towards
Hispanics, researchers have also identified other key components of Hispanic dropout
prevention programs. Three different sets of recommendations are presented in the
section below.
Jodry, Robles-Pina & Nichter (2004) also found key educational components that
helped six Houston-area Hispanic students successfully navigate high school and enroll
in college. Their findings include (1) the availability of advanced placement courses,
dual enrollment and concurrent enrollment courses for college credit (2) counseling
programs and (3) the presence of a caring adult who consistently monitored the child’s
progress and provided necessary scholastic information (Jodry, et al., 2004). Bradley &
Linton (2007) also found that students who choose to take advanced courses, especially
minority students, are less likely to dropout.
In Deep South Texas, a recent study on Latina’s living near where this study was
conducted yielded four suggestions for teachers in helping Hispanic women succeed.
This study yielded suggestions not only for Latinas in particular, but also for all Latino
students in general. First, introduce Latino/a students to success stories of other Latina/o
students who were tracked into less demanding coursework and away from higher
education. Second, learn about the importance of high expectations and the self-fulfilling
prophecy. Thirdly, value and capitalize on student’s personal and cultural experiences.
And finally, understand that all Latina/o students need to be given high expectations
(Cavazos & Cavazos Jr, 2010). The researchers also strongly advocate for all students to
be involved in mentoring programs, not just a select few (Cavazos & Cavazos Jr, 2010).
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Hondo, Gardiner & Sapein’s dropout prevention plan. Hondo, Gardiner &
Sapein (2008) developed and recommend a systematic plan to help reduce the high
number of Hispanic students from dropping out of high school. The authors created the
acronym RESPONSIVE to illustrate the steps that school personnel should follow in
developing a culturally responsive educational program. The specific strategies
mentioned in the plan are “focused on providing educators with the training and
resources needed to reshape the currently alienating “color-blind” school environment
(Hondo, et al., 2008, p. 116).
The ten item action plan using the acronym RESPONSIVE is delineated in the
table below. The author’s stated goal is “to enhance the educational success of Latino/a
students and enrich the education of all students through an engaging and stimulating
multicultural and culturally relevant education” (Hondo, et al., 2008, p. 117). Table 3
below outlines their RESPONSIVE plan.
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Table 3: Hondo, Gardiner & Sapein (2008) A Leadership Plan For Culturally
Responsive Schools
R – Resources garnered, revise plan to
Schools should partner with supporting
setting
agencies and foundations to support the
initiatives they hope to accomplish.
E – Establish culturally responsive, not
Schools should adopt policies that are
‘color blind’ mission, policies, and
culturally responsive, acknowledge and
practices
value multiculturalism of the student body,
and promote a positive school culture.
S – Spanish language inclusion and
Schools should encourage connection with
language-sensitive programs offered
students and family through
communication in Spanish and consider the
benefits of second language instruction for
all students.
P – Provide culturally responsive
Curriculum, instruction, and assessment
curriculum, instruction and assessment
should be representative and inclusive of
the culture and background of all students.
It should be relevant, meaningful and
engaging.
O – Offer caring that involves personalized Teacher should have high expectations and
care and high expectations
communicate they care about their students
through personal attention, positive
interaction, and effective communication.
N – No to racism; anti-racist professional
Teachers, administrators, and stakeholders
development
should be made aware of their own biases
and preconceived notions through effective
professional development.
S – Staff diversified; educators recruited,
School districts should make an effort to
hired, retained, and promoted
recruit highly qualified culturally diverse
educators and provide mentoring to support
them professionally.
I – Implement heterogeneous classes with
Schools should examine grouping
diversified instruction
structures and promote heterogeneous
classrooms in which teachers practice
differentiated instruction while
communicating high expectation for all
students.
V – Vary counseling roles beyond career
Counselors should expand their roles to
counseling
create positive role models and
relationships with students.
E – Every parent valued
Emphasis should be placed on
communicating with parents and involving
families in the school community.
Table 3 Explanations in table are taken from a book review by (Hudock, 2009).
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By using the acronym RESPONSIVE the authors encourage educators to action
and to be responsive as well as provide program implementers with a mnemonic device
to help remember key concepts. The authors title this section of their book, “A
Leadership Plan for Culturally Responsive Schools” (Hondo, et al., 2008, p. 115).
The “R” in responsive stands for “resources garnered, revise plan to setting” (p.
115). The “R” essentially reminds educators to acquire all necessary resources before
implementation to plan the specific program with the served population in mind.
The “E” stands for “establish culturally responsive, not ‘color-blind’ mission,
policies, and practices” (p.118). In this section the authors implore educators not to
ignore the ‘color’ or culture of their children, but to emphasize it, cherish it, and provide
extra-curricular activities that all students can participate in.
The third action item listed by Hondo, et al begins with the “S” in responsive and
follows by stating “Spanish language inclusion and language-sensitive programs offered”
(p.118). The authors state that “Spanish language can be a bridge to connect families
with schools” and encourage teachers, administrators and school staff to learn and
provide information to parents and students in Spanish (p.122). Placing value on
bilingualism and on a student’s native language are essential components of Hispanic
dropout prevention programs.
The “P” in Hondo’s responsive acronym stands for “provide culturally responsive
curriculum, instruction, and assessment” (p.124). Hispanic students need to see that their
culture and heritage are well represented in the curriculum, instruction and in the staffing
of the schools that they attend. The curriculum and instruction of a school should be
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relevant to the child’s background, presented in a meaningful way to the students and
should be engaging as opposed to monotonous.
The fifth action item begins with the letter “O” for “offer caring that involves
personalized care and high expectations” (p.132). “Establishing a caring school
classroom and overall school environment may be the most important work of a school
administrator” (Hondo, et al., 2008, p. 132). Later, the authors state that the most
important thing classroom teachers can do to help Latino/a youth connect with the school
is to build caring relationships with their students and their students’ families.
The “N” in responsive stands for “no to racism; anti-racist professional
development” (p.135). The authors elaborate on this topic by stating that teachers, at
times, do not even realize when they are being racist because it is so “normal” in today’s
society, but students on the other hand are easily able to distinguish between teachers
who are racist and teachers who are not. Teachers need to be provided with professional
development that educates them to what is and what is not racist.
The second “S” in Hondo’s responsive acronym stands for “staff diversified;
educators recruited, hired, retained, and promoted” (p.139). A school that is responsive
to the needs of Hispanic students actively seeks out qualified Latino/a staff at all levels
and all positions. Additionally, responsive schools need to provide mentoring programs
for new teachers and teachers of color.
The eighth action item in Hondo’s plan for a culturally responsive school begins
with the letter “I” and encourages implementers to “implement heterogeneous classes
with differentiated instruction” (p.140). Heterogeneous classes include a mix of all races
and ability levels. Tracking students into any type of differentiated groups is strongly
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discouraged. In fact, the authors argue for differentiated instruction in the classroom
including the use of cooperative learning and project-based instruction.
The “V” in the responsive acronym stands for “vary counseling roles beyond
career counseling” (p.142). “Counselors have the opportunity to be a caring adult in the
lives of students and to encourage school success” (Hondo, et al., 2008, p. 142). High
schools that are responsive to the needs of Hispanics need to have a sufficient number of
counselors to provide students with assistance in more areas than just scheduling and
career preparation.
The final action item in the Hondo’s plan for a culturally responsive school is,
“E”, that “every parent [is] valued” (p.144). Hispanic families value education and
schools need to connect with Hispanic families to build upon this trait. “Respect for
students and their families is essential and administrators need to have the understanding
that students and their parents may have been disrespected in the past” (Hondo, et al.,
2008, p. 145). By building relationships with parents, schools can help more Hispanic
students successfully graduate from high school.
“Despite the years of research and influential writings, there is still no conclusive
answer to the question of how best to help more students complete high school” (L.
Kortering & Braziel, 2008, p. 461). There is no magic bullet or quick fixes that can
miraculously solve the dropout problem (Ramirez & Carpenter, 2009).While no
conclusive answer has been found, numerous strategies and programs have been proven
to successful for some students, especially Hispanic students. The strategies and
programs listed above provide a strong foundation for what can be done to help students
become high school graduates.
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Conclusion
The four key components of the dropout literature presented in this chapter were
defining a dropout, characteristics of dropouts or students at-risk of dropping out, factors
contributing to a child’s resiliency to remain in school, and programs and strategies that
help to reduce the dropout rate. No single definition of a dropout exists in the literature,
and until all governmental entities agree upon a singular definition, no dropout rate can
be conclusion. The characteristics of dropouts are as varied as the students themselves,
but a student’s decision to drop out of school occurs over an extended period of time and
involves a combination of student specific variables. The concept of resiliency is not
unique to a select few, but is within all students reach so long as specific protective
factors are in place. Finally, though no single dropout prevention program is fool-proof,
a number of different strategies have been shown to make a difference in the lives of
many potential dropouts.
The next chapter will describe the methodology used to conduct the research on a
select group of highly at-risk Hispanic students in South Texas. The study’s specific
research questions will be addressed as well as a section devoted to the different research
methodologies used to study dropouts and resiliency in the literature. An explanation of
the setting, population and sample group participating in the study is also presented.
How data for this dissertation was collected and analyzed will conclude the last two
sections of chapter 3.

132

HIGH SCHOOL RESILIENCY FACTORS IN HISPANIC YOUTH

Chapter 3 - Methodology
With over 7,200 students leaving school every day, the dropout problem in the
United States is reaching epidemic proportions (Swanson, 2010). Over a million students
per year fail to receive their High School diploma with most of these dropouts being
children of color (Swanson, 2010). Hispanic and Black students have graduation rates
that lag behind their White and Asian counterparts by more than 10 to 15 percentage
points (Chapman, et al., 2010). While graduation rates between Whites and Blacks has
steadily narrowed, the Hispanic graduation rate has failed to make such gains (Chapman,
et al., 2010). Across the nation the Hispanic dropout rates has remained three times
higher than that of White students for more than 30 years (Chapman, et al., 2010).
Hispanics are leaving high school early and at an alarming rate. Only 13% of
Hispanics have a college degree, primarily due to the fact that almost 40% of Hispanics
leave school before graduation (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009; Levin, 2009). While
Hispanics are slowly becoming the most undereducated ethnicity, they are also fast
becoming the largest ethnicity in the United States. Fifty years ago, Hispanics accounted
for 3.6% of the total US population and 1% of the school age population (US Census
Bureau, 2010). Over the past decade the Hispanic population has grown over 43% since
the year 2000 and Hispanics now account for over 16% of the U.S. population (US
Census Bureau, 2010). In state such as Texas and California, the number of Hispanic
students surpasses that of all other races, making Hispanic children the majority race in
these two states (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009; Texas Education Agency, 2009-2010).
Never before has our nation “been faced with a population group on the verge of
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becoming the majority in significant portions of the country that is also the lowest
performing academically” (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p. 18).

Research Questions
Failing to address the national dropout crisis will result in an increasingly
undereducated populace and workforce. The purpose of this dissertation is to address the
Hispanic dropout epidemic in South Texas from the perspective of what is working to
help identified at-risk Hispanic student graduate from high school. The specific research
questions to be addressed are:
(1) What factors do these resilient students identify as obstacles as to why
students dropout and how did they overcome these obstacles in their personal lives?
(2) What contributed to the resiliency and eventual high school graduation of
Hispanic students possessing multiple at-risk factors in a South Texas high school?
The remaining portion of this chapter outlines the methodology used in this
qualitative study to address the research questions identified above. First, this chapter
reviews how the topic of resiliency has previously been studied in the literature.
Secondly, the setting of the study will be described including the population and sample
group. A brief description of the nine primary participants will follow. Finally, the last
two sections will review the data collection and data analysis procedures, respectively.

Resiliency in the Literature
The academic literature on the topic of resiliency is extensive. The reason for this
is the simple fact that resiliency is found in a wide array of disciplines. In the field of
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medicine individuals who overcome sever or prolonged health issues are identified as
resilient. Athletes who persist and overcome obstacles are defined as being resilient.
Soldiers who succeed against seemingly insurmountable odds are identified as resilient.
In the world of business, international companies such as The Resilience Institute work
with businesses and individuals to overcome setbacks and develop a sense of resiliency.
In the field of psychology, “an individual’s capacity to withstand stressors and not
manifest psychology dysfunction” is identified as resiliency (Neill, 2006, What is
Psychological Resilience section, para. 1). This list could go on and on, but the point
remains, resiliency can be defined in a number of different contexts.
Similarly, academic resiliency has been identified, defined and studied a number
of different ways. The purpose of the following section is to give examples of the
different ways in which academic resiliency has been studied. The first section will look
at how resiliency has been identified and defined in the literature and the second section
will look at the methods used to study academic resiliency. Table 4, at the end of this
section outlines the ten articles reviewed in this section.
Academic Resiliency Identified and Defined
The definition of resiliency used in this study is the ability to overcome adversity
and to reach a measure of success when a predictive outcome based on previous
occurrences would indicate failure. By using this definition, in order to be identified as
resilient the individual has to have an identifiable and adverse obstacle to overcome and
has to reach a previously defined level of success. Academically speaking, both the
obstacles to overcome and the definition of success vary from study to study.
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Obstacles to overcome. More often than not, the obstacle for a student to
overcome is an identified at-risk trait such as a low socio-economic standing. As Table
4 illustrates all but two of the studies below used socio-economic standing as one of the
at-risk criteria. Students from impoverished households have consistently been shown to
have a more difficult time succeeding academically (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009;
Houck & Kurtz, 2010; Jozefowics-Simbeni, 2008; Marks, 2007; Suh & Suh, 2007; Suh,
et al., 2007). Another common at-risk trait acknowledged in the research as an obstacle
for students is the lack of academic success identified as either being below grade level,
taking remedial courses, getting low grades, or simply exhibiting low academic
achievement. Again, research has consistently identified a lack of academic success in
school as a strong predictor of school disengagement (Bowers, 2010; Hickman, et al.,
2008; Marks, 2007; Matthews, 2006; Suh & Suh, 2007; Suh, et al., 2007).
Because Latinos are the primary subjects of this research, special interest was
given to studies that identified Hispanic or Latino participants. Race in itself is not an atrisk trait, but children of color do have higher dropout rates than that of their White
counterparts (Carpenter & Ramirez, 2007; Ramirez & Carpenter, 2009). One study,
Franquiz & del Carmen Salazar (2004), used race as their only criteria, while other
studies purposely chose to study only students from a specific ethnicity (Campa, 2010;
Reynoso, 2008; Shetgiri, et al., 2009).
Other at-risk traits identified in multiple studies as obstacles to overcome in the
literature include the educational background of the child’s family, the child’s family
structure, and speaking English as a second language. The educational background of the
child’s family included whether or not the parents completed high school or entered
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college (Morales, 2010; Swail, Cabrera, Lee, & Williams, 2005) and the presence or
absence of a sibling dropping out of high school (L. J. Horn, Chen, & Adelman, 1998).
Children’s family structure, whether or not they lived with one parent or extended family
members, was also an at-risk characteristic that was studied by both Boon (2008) and
Horn et al. (1998). Other studies specifically addressed students whose native language
was something other than English. Both Reynoso (2008) and Campa (2010), two of the
more recent resiliency studies, sought out participants who had to learn English in order
to experience academic success in this country.
Surprisingly a student’s discipline history, a strong predictor of academic
disengagement, was rarely used as an at-risk trait to be overcome in the resiliency
literature. One study, (Boon 2008) did look at the number of times the student was
suspended from school, but for the most part, other at-risk traits were the focus of most
resiliency studies.
Definition of academic success. In order for an individual to overcome an
identified obstacle, there has to be a measure defining how the student “overcame” the
obstacle. There has to be a measure of success. Academic success in the resiliency
literature has been defined in a variety of different ways. Table 4 illustrates the way ten
resiliency studies defined success. A discussion of the most common methods of
identifying success follows.
Some studies defined success as simply enrolling into a post secondary
educational institution (L. J. Horn, et al., 1998). These students obviously completed
some form of secondary education and exhibited aspirations of continuing their education
and were thus identified as being “successful” by Horn et al. Other studies took college
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entrance a little further and identified success as completing at least three semesters in
college or 30 hours and maintaining a 3.0 or higher GPA (Campa, 2010; Morales, 2010).
The researcher’s rationale in this case was that most college dropouts leave school during
their first or second semester. Students in their third semester with good grades have a
greatly likelihood of graduating from college. Other studies identified success as not
only entering college, but successfully graduating from a post secondary institution. Both
Reynoso (2008) and Swail et al. (2005) chose to define success as completing either
community college or receiving a Bachelor’s Degree respectively.
The other commonly used measure to define academic success was simply
performing well on grade level work. Two studies, Gordon-Rouse (2001) and Boon
(2008) used student grades to determine whether or not a student was performing well or
not. Gordon-Rouse identified a student’s high school GPA as needing to be at or above
2.75 in order to be identified as successful. Boon (2008) did not define a specific
threshold for success, but simply identified resilient students by their grades. Hassinger
& Plourde (2005) wanted the students to be on grade level, regardless of their current
GPA.
Interestingly enough one study allowed the participants to define success
(Shetgiri, et al., 2009). The authors state that in allowing the participants to define
success they were “provided information about goals and expectations in this
community” that they otherwise may not have discovered (Shetgiri, et al., 2009, p. S220).
The individuals in this study defined success as “financial security, employment, and the
ability to leave the complex and live independently” (Shetgiri, et al., 2009). In this
particular research study, success is being defined as graduating from high school.
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Methodology in Studying Academic Resiliency
The purpose of researching the methodology used in previous resiliency studies
was to determine the most appropriate methods of research to answer the specific
questions in this dissertation. What was discovered was that in defining resiliency, the
methodologies used between studies yields two distinct groupings: quantitative and
qualitative studies. Quantitative studies collect or identify numeric data and thus use
different data collection methods than qualitative studies that collect an array of different
types of data. This section on methodology will be broken down into quantitative
research studies on resiliency and how their data was gathered and then qualitative
research studies on resiliency and how data was gathered for these studies.
Quantitative studies. Researchers will typically choose to conduct a
quantitative study when they are looking for trends based on students as a whole and not
specifically seeking data about individual students (Creswell, 2009; Swail, et al., 2005).
Additionally, quantitative studies allow for researchers to analyze data from a larger
number of participants than do qualitative studies. Resiliency research studies are no
different.
Two studies Swail et al. (2005) and Horn et al. (1998) both used data derived
from the National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS) sponsored by the National
Center for Education Statistics. This data set was derived from surveys administered to
8th graders in 1988 with follow up surveys in 1990, 1992, 1994 and again in 2000. This
extensive data set, which originally began with 26,000 students, provides researchers
with valuable longitudinal data on a large group of students.
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Swail et al. (2005) used AM statistical software to run a logistic regression
analysis on the dependent variable, four-year degree completion, to 24 different
independent variables to determine each independent variable’s contribution to the
probability of the dependent variable. They found that planning and post secondary
behavior greatly increase the probability that Hispanics will persist through college and
graduate with a Bachelors degree. On the other hand, Horn et al. (1998) used the same
data and using six variables identified students as either having low risk, moderate risk,
or a high risk of dropping out of school. Students who overcame their risk level and
graduated were identified as being resilient. Both studies were able to look at literally
thousands of participants in order to draw their conclusions.
Two other quantitative studies by Gordon-Rouse (2001) and Boon (2008)
gathered data using student questionnaires administered to students by their respective
teachers. Gordon-Rouse used her questionnaire data to divide her sample group of 170
students into four categories: resilient students, non-resilient students, advantaged
achievers, and advantaged low-achievers. She then compared the resilient students;
responses to that of students in the other three categories to determine six protective
factors and six compensatory factors that contributed to the resilience of her participants.
Boon (2008) gathered questionnaire data from 1050 high school students and, using the
SPSS data analysis program, ran chi-squared association tests to determine the strength of
relationship between structural or behavioral factors and academic achievement.
Identified factors were then proposed to contribute to a child’s resiliency.
Qualitative studies. Due to the nature of the investigations, most resiliency
studies are qualitative in nature. Qualitative studies attempt to answer why or what
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causes a specific phenomenon to occur (Creswell, 2009). The qualitative studies in this
analysis are no different.
The most common qualitative method of gathering resiliency data is the use of
interviews. By interviewing participants, researchers are able to obtain direct quotes
from their participants about their experiences, feelings and opinions (Patton, 2002).
Some studies specifically stated that the use of semi-structured interviews to allow the
participants to guide the interview process and to gain a deeper understanding of the
participant’s perspectives (Hassinger & Plourde, 2005; Morales, 2010; Shetgiri, et al.,
2009). Other studies had multiple, follow-up interviews to ensure the collection of the
most useful data possible (Franquiz & del Carmen Salazar, 2004; Reynoso, 2008).
In addition to simply interviewing participants, multiple studies included an
observation piece with their interviews (Campa, 2010; Franquiz & del Carmen Salazar,
2004; Hassinger & Plourde, 2005). Most of the observations occurred in the classroom
setting with a focus on the participants’ interactions with their classmates, professors, and
the material being studied (Campa, 2010). Interview and observational data were
analyzed most often using an ethnographic perspective (Franquiz & del Carmen Salazar,
2004; Hassinger & Plourde, 2005).
Finally, several studies incorporated document reviewing into their data collection
methods (Gordon-Rouse, 2001; Hassinger & Plourde, 2005; Reynoso, 2008). In the case
of Hassinger & Plourde (2005), the records reviewed were educational documents that
verified academic success. Similarly, Gordon-Rouse (2001) analyzed student transcripts
in her determination of which students to classify as resilient and which students to
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classify as non-resilient. Reynoso (2008) extended his document analysis from simply
looking at transcripts, to including student volunteered diaries, essays and poems.
One study, Campa (2010) conducted interviews and observations and then
followed both data collection methods up with focus group interviews. Campa’s
rationale behind using focus groups as her final data collection method was to bring all of
her participants together and learn from their interactions with each other (p.435).
Campa further explained that “multiple forms of data collecting techniques were
necessary” in order to shed light on issues of critical resilience in the socio-cultural
contexts in the lives of her participants (p.435). Table 4 summarizes the information from
the ten studies of resiliency reviewed here.
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Table 4: Review of Resiliency Studies
Study

Obstacle to Overcome

Franquiz & del
Carmen Salazar
(2004)

Race/ ethnicity

Shetgiri, Kataoka,
Ryan,
Askew, Chung,
Schuster (2009)

Latino’s in low income
households

Hassinger &
Plourde (2005)

Academically below gradelevel at some point in their
educational career

Reynoso (2008)

English as a second language,
low socio-economic status

Gordon-Rouse
(2001)
Swail, Cabrera, Lee
& Williams (2005)

Coming from an impoverished
and stressful environment
Socioeconomic status, parental
expectations, remedial courses,
post-secondary aspirations,
family educational legacy
Mexican from working class
homes, learning English as a
second language and age

Campa (2010)

Horn, Chen,
Adelman
& United States
(1998)
Boon (2008)

Morales (2010)

Low socioeconomic status,
single-parent family, mobility,
low grades, repeated a grade,
older sibling dropped out
Low academic achievement,
suspensions, low
socioeconomic status, family
structure
Low socioeconomic students
of color, parents with limited
educational background

Definition of
Academic Success
Academic Success

Participants
defined success:
financial security,
employment,
ability to live
independently
outside the housing
complex
Academically at or
above grade-level
at the time of the
study
Community
College
Completion
High School GPA
higher than 2.75
Completion of a
Bachelor’s Degree

Method of Study
Observational data,
interviews, and an
ethnographic
perspective
Semi-structured
qualitative interviews
with students, parents
and school personnel

Interviews, classroom
observations and
document reviews
Two rounds of
interviews and
document analysis
Questionnaires and
transcript review
National Educational
Longitudinal Study
data analysis

Third semester at a
community college
with a GPA of 3.0
or higher
Enrollment in a
post- secondary
educational
institution
Student grades

Interviews,
observations and
focus groups

Completed a
minimum of 30
college hours with
a GPA above 3.0

Qualitative interviews

National Educational
Longitudinal Study
data analysis
Questionnaires

The ten resiliency studies discussed above are a mere representation of the
resiliency literature available to researchers. A complete listing of all studies is beyond
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the scope of this dissertation, but the examples provided do illustrate the different ways
that resiliency has been identified and defined in the literature as well as the multiple
ways in which this topic has been studied in the past.

Rationale for Methodology Selection
For the purposes of this dissertation I analyzed how resiliency had been defined
and studied in the past and then, using dropout prevention as my success factor,
developed my own study to determine what contributed to the resiliency of at-risk
Hispanic students in south Texas. Like Horn et al. (1998) I wanted to select participants
who had exhibited multiple at-risk factors. The more at-risk factors associated with one
student, the more likely that student would be to drop out of school (Horn et al., 1998).
By possessing multiple at-risk factors, each participant would then meet my first criteria
of resiliency: predictive outcomes based on previous occurrences would indicate failure.
The students selected to participant in this study all exhibit multiple at-risk characteristics
and, based on predictive outcomes, would have had a greater chance for failure than the
average student.
My second criterion for resiliency was obtaining an identifiable level of success.
I have defined success as completing high school, something that almost a third of all
Hispanic students fail to do. All students participating in the study successfully
graduated from high school during the 2009-2010 school year. Thus, my identification
and definition of resiliency for this study is Hispanic students who have overcome
multiple at-risk traits and who have successfully graduated from high school. I have
identified these students as being resilient.
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Rationale for Qualitative Study
In order to help understand and to better explain the resiliency of potential high
school dropouts, I chose to conduct my study qualitatively. “The key philosophical
assumption . . . of qualitative research is based on the view that reality is constructed by
individuals interacting with their social worlds” (Merriam, 1998 p.6). This philosophical
assumption mirrors my desire to understand from the student’s perspective and from their
experiences, what helped them succeed. This emic, or insider’s perspective, helped build
my theory as to what factors contributed to the resiliency of these students as opposed to
testing an existing theory (Merriam, 1998).
Rationale for Grounded Theory. The specific qualitative research methodology
used to analyze the data was grounded theory. Grounded theory was specifically chosen
for two reasons. First, the theory as to what contributes to at-risk student’s resiliency
emerges from or was grounded in the data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Second, the
emergent theory was substantive, rather than formal or grand (Merriam, 1998). “A
substantive theory has a specificity and hence usefulness to practice often lacking in
theories that cover more global concerns” (Merriam, 1998, p. 6). Grounded theory then
best suited my purpose of listening to at-risk student voices for the sole purpose of
building upon what helped them to graduate in order to help more at-risk students in
south Texas successfully graduate from high school.
Rationale for data collection. As for my chosen method of collecting data, I
decided to use both student-created document analysis and focus group interviews. My
rationale for using both document analysis and focus group interviews can be summed up
by Glaser (1969);
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often the only way a researcher can obtain any data, or data that is accurate, is
some combination of observing what is going on, talking in rather loose, sharing
fashion with the people in the situation, and reading some form of document that
they have written” (p.217).
Though I did not document and analyze my daily observations of the participating
students, I did use the interviewing and student written document analysis combination as
suggested by Glaser for two reasons.
First, like Reynoso (2008) I wanted to study student created written documents
that reflected their individual thoughts and feelings. I wanted the students to write a
memoir of their educational experiences so that they could think back and recall
significant events in their educational history. By using student created documents, “the
students themselves [are] describing, in vivid detail, the context of education in their
lives” (Kroeger, Burton, Comarata, Combs, Hamm, Hopkins, & Kouche, 2004, p. 54). I
wanted the students to focus on events that they determined to have played a role in their
educational development. In this way, I was able to gather data on what was important to
them and hypothesize what events, conversations, or experiences contributed to their
resiliency.
Second, by analyzing the educational memory books I was able to gather personal
histories of students that would help me select individuals who have overcome multiple
obstacles in their lives that I could not have determined by simply looking at their
educational records. For example, some students experienced tragic events at a young
age or were in and out of jail or were in the country illegally, all of which would not have
been recorded in their academic record.
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By reviewing the educational memory books, I was able to select nine individuals
with multiple at-risk traits, to participate in the focus group interviews. Again, my
rationale for choosing focus groups was twofold. First, I wanted to speak directly to the
students about incidents that they described in their memory books in order to gain more
insight and more details as to how they overcame these specific obstacles from their
perspective. Only by interviewing the students could I have gained this information
(Diaz-Greenberg, 2003). Lincoln and Guba (2005), explain that one of the benefits of
interviews is the possibility to obtain present constructions of people and events related to
their lives, including their thoughts, feelings, concerns, and motivations. Secondly, I
chose students who had experienced the same obstacles to interview as a group because I
wanted the students to feel comfortable talking about their problems, and similar to
Campa (2010), I believe that in hearing other student’s stories, memories or thoughts not
previously brought forth may be triggered by hearing what other resilient students went
through.
Thus my chosen methodology was to first identify resilient students using my predetermined definition of resilient. The individuals selected had to have had an
identifiable at-risk trait and they had to have graduated high school in 2010. My data
collection methods began first with the collection of student created documents, followed
by focus group interviews of resilient Hispanic students who had the presence of at least
three at-risk traits in their educational career.
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Researcher As a Tool
One of the key characteristics of “qualitative research is that the researcher is the
primary instrument for data collection and analysis” (Merriam, 1998, p.7). The role of
the researcher and as the primary data collection instrument necessitates the identification
of personal values, assumptions, and biases at the beginning of the study (Creswell,
2009). As the only researcher contributing to this dissertation my perspective, and the
lens through which I view the dropout phenomenon is based upon my own experiences
and personal dealings with both resilient students and students who have dropped out of
school.
As a result of my role in the data collection and analysis of this study, I believe
that an explanation of my educational experience and who I am as a researcher and
educator is necessary in framing this research study. Though I am not of Hispanic
descent, I have spent the better part of my life growing up and working along the US
Mexican border. It was not until my last year of junior high that I was made aware of
the fact that I was White and the vast majority of my friends were not. I had been color
blind since first grade and I still believe that kids have no concept of racial differences
until they are told that other children are “different.” Nonetheless, I was made rudely
aware by other classmates who told me that I was not like all of my friends. But, neither I
nor any of my friends or associates felt like this revelation was of any importance. In
fact, the bonds of brotherhood between my friends and I only grew stronger through
junior high and into high school. I am very proud of the fact that I grew up equally
comfortable in the White and Hispanic cultures.
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After leaving the border area for four years to attend a predominately White
University, I returned to teach in my hometown and eventually found myself as an
administrator at my alma mater. During my time as a teacher, I spent parts of seven
summers living and working in Mexico where I was deeply immersed in the Mexican
culture and way of life. Recently, I married a young lady who was born and raised in
Mexico.
During my time as an assistant principal and now as a high school principal, I
have seen literally hundreds of students drop out of school for countless different reasons.
How the high school I first worked at could have over 900 freshmen and only graduate
400 or 500 every year was beyond my comprehension. I vividly remember sitting in a
school board meeting listening to administrators, just like me, explain to an inquisitive
board how our official dropout rate could be less than 2 percent, but that between ninth
and twelth grade we still lost more than 400 students.
I remember signing withdrawal forms for students who were returning to Mexico,
or so they stated, only to see them a few weeks later working at a local restaurant, selling
fruit alongside the road or working in the fields. I rarely asked them to come back to
school. For one, I knew the district frowned upon returning a student who, in the eyes of
the state education agency, had a valid reason for leaving school. I also knew that in the
students’ eyes, they needed money more than they needed an education. That is when I
began wondering, what is wrong with our system, what is wrong with our schools, what
can we do differently, and what can I do differently to help these students succeed.
As a result of my current position, my authority and moral responsibility to
improve my school, and my desire to help these students succeed, I have begun this
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research project from a completely different perspective than most researchers. I want
my research questions answered so that I can answer my own questions and fulfill my
own responsibility in determining what I can do differently to help keep kids in school.
This is my lens through which I view the Hispanic dropout and graduation
phenomenon. I have tried, to the best of my ability, to be impartial, non-judgmental and
to conduct all interviews and analysis with an open mind and an open heart. By keeping
a decision making journal where I document the decisions I have made during the
research process. I am trying to be as transparent as possible in presenting my
methodologies and findings. My purpose is to ensure that the results of this study will be
as unbiased as possible.

Setting
The district chosen to be the site of this dissertation study is located in south
Texas near the United States and Mexico border. Demographically, the district is only
slightly different from the surrounding districts in that the district to be studied has a
proportionally larger number of White students as well as undocumented students
enrolled in the high school.
The selected high school within the district was chosen by the principal researcher
because of the large number of resilient students identified in the school and on their
willingness to participate in the study. The large number of resilient students was
determined by the high number of at-risk students as identified by the state, coupled with
the relatively low dropout rate for the district over the past 5 to 7 years.

A high at-risk
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population with few dropouts indicates the presence of a large number of resilient
students as identified by this dissertations definition of resiliency.
All of the participants in the study were personally known by the researcher, who
served as their senior year principal for slightly more than 10 months. My personal
interest in discovering what has helped these students to be successful was heightened by
the fact that I knew these students personally, and I know that what I learned from them
will help other students who I am in direct contact with. I also believe that the findings
from this study will be of benefit to others who are interested in helping more Hispanic
students graduate from high school. As a matter of ethics no data was gathered while the
students were under my supervision as their principal. Data collection procedures began
after graduation. Statistics on both the population and the selected sample group are
provided below.
Population Group
The individuals selected to participate in this study all attended high school at the
same high school in South Texas during the 2009-2010 school year. Border High School,
a pseudonym, had an enrollment of approximately 650 students during the 2009-2010
school year. Of these 650 students 166 were classified as being in the twelfth grade and
projected to graduate in May of 2010 (Texas Education Agency, 2009-2010).
Preliminary district data indicates that the completion rate for the class of 2010 will be
approximately 97.5%. This percentage excludes students who continue high school for
their fifth year and students who are classified as “good leavers.” Good leavers are
students who leave high school for the purpose of returning to their home country, or
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continuing their education outside the state of Texas, in a private school or in a home
schooling program.
At the time of the study, the overall population of Border High School was 83.4%
Hispanic, 14% White,0.8% African American, 0.3% Native American, and 0.6%
Asian/Pacific Islander (Texas Education Agency, 2009-2010). Slightly more than 86%
of the students were identified as economically disadvantaged with a total of 60% of all
students classified as at-risk using the 13 indicators identified by the state of Texas
(Texas Education Agency, 2009-2010). One out of every 8 students at Border High
School was identified as being limited English Proficient (LEP) (Texas Education
Agency, 2009-2010). Seventy students on campus, or 10.8% of the student population,
received some sort of Bilingual/ESL educational services during the 2009-2010 school
year (Texas Education Agency, 2009-2010). Though not an official statistic kept by the
school district, at any given time, approximately 20 -25% of all students are
undocumented immigrants.
Sample Group Selection Process
All seniors at Border High School are required to take a fourth year of high school
English in order to meet state graduation requirements. The district identifies this course
as English IV. Seniors can take English IV in the regular educational setting, English IV
Advanced Placement (AP) or English IV Dual Enrollment which would allow the
students to earn high school and college credit simultaneously. English IV AP also
affords the students the opportunity to receive college credit if the student scores high
enough on the end of year AP examination. All students have the choice to take any one
of the three English IV course offerings. All seniors who registered for the regular
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English IV course were assigned to one of six classes taught by the same English teacher,
Ms. Smith, a pseudonym.
Ms. Smith played a vital role in the sample selection process. She is the only
regular English IV teacher on campus. By using the 13 at-risk traits as identified by the
state of Texas, a total of 92 seniors were labeled as at-risk during the 2009-2010 school
year. Most of the 92 at-risk seniors chose to take her regular English IV class as their
fourth English credit. Beginning the last six weeks of school, Ms. Smith assigned all of
her students to complete a senior memory book writing assignment. The senior memory
book assignment will be described in detail later on in this chapter. During the first week
of the sixth six week grading period, the principal researcher attended all six of Ms.
Smith’s classes and personally spoke to all potential participants. Students were
informed of the senior memory book assignment and were told that with their permission,
the information gathered through these writing assignments would be used to help write a
dissertation about what helped them to be successful in school. At this point, no
distinctions were made between students who would ultimately participate in the study
and students who would be removed based on their at-risk status.
All students were given both a consent and an assent form approved by the
University’s IRB committee to be signed and returned to the teacher before the end of the
school year. The principal observer was not informed as to which students chose to
participate and which students chose not to participate in the study. All students, whether
participating or not, were required to complete the senior memory book assignment.
Senior memory book assignment. The purpose of the senior memory book
assignment was twofold. First, the book would serve as a memoir of the student’s
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educational experience. Many students included actual photos of their childhood and
educational experiences enhancing the quality and value of the book. After the
assignment was completed, graded, and scanned, the completed book was returned to the
student to be kept as a keepsake item upon graduation. Secondly, the chapters of the
book were specifically selected to reveal some of the educational experiences and
memories that may have contributed to the student’s educational resiliency. A list of the
required chapters is presented in Table 5. The complete memory book assignment is
included in Appendix B.
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Table 5: Chapters of Senior Memory Book
“My Heritage”
A description of your ethnic background including
genealogy
“Family Lore”
A collection of family stories from 3 different family
members
“I Became Me”
Earliest memories: people, places, events
“School Bells”
Thoughts and feelings about your earliest school memories
(K-3)
“I Grew Up Here”
Description of “home:” neighborhood, community, country
“It Became Clear”
First realization the graduating from high school was going
to happen
“Middle School”
Junior high experience, recollections
“My Friends”
Friends role impact on life and education
“My First Love”
Influence of love: could be a person, sport, hobby, car, etc.
“My Advice”
What would you say about the importance of graduating to
a friend
“High School: the Early
Recollections of Freshman, Sophomore, Junior years of
Years”
high school
“At Last, I’m a Senior”
Senior year high and low lights
“My Changing World”
A significant event that changed or impacted your life
“My Shinning Moment”
The proudest moment of life
“My First Day”
Recall your first day of school in Border ISD or US
“I Graduated Because”
Who or what influenced the graduation process the most
“All I Ever Needed to
Most important life lesson to date
Know I’ve Already
Learned”
“If I Could Live My Life What would you change in your life and why
Over Again”

Students were given the option of placing the chapters in any order they felt
explained their story the best. An introduction, dedication page, cover page and
illustrations were also expected. At the end of the project, all books were scanned and
returned to their original owners. A total of 57 students agreed to have their memory
books used for the research study. Of the 57 total memory books, 30 belonged to males
and 27 belonged to females. Fifty-four of the 57 memory books belonged to students of
Hispanic origin and three belonged to White males. Other possible student participants
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either chose not to participate or failed to turn in their consent or assent forms before the
end of the school year.
The three senior memory books submitted by the White male student were
removed from further analysis because the scope of this research study included only
students who identified themselves as Hispanics. Of the remaining 54 students who
agreed to have their senior memory books analyzed for the study, eight others were
removed because the authors were not classified as at-risk students. Ultimately 46 senior
memory books written by Hispanic, at-risk students were analyzed for the remainder for
the study.
Interview selection process. At the conclusion of the analysis of the senior
memory books, eighteen students were selected to participate in the second stage of
participant selection. Students selected for the second stage had to have been identified
as being at-risk by the state and had to have revealed or exhibited other at-risk
characteristics identified by the state or in the academic literature. A complete listing of
these factors was presented in detail in chapter 2. All 18 students with multiple at-risk
factors were asked to participate in focus groups to further discuss their educational
success. All interviews were conducted in the summer of 2010. Of the 18 potential
participants, some students were hesitant to be interviewed on tape, while others either
had scheduling conflicts or were not able to be found in the community after graduation.
Ultimately, nine students participated in the focus group discussions.
Selected students were paired up with a classmate who shared a common at-risk
trait and who they felt comfortable talking with. For example, two females and one male
who were all parents were interviewed together in one focus group. A total of four
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interviews were conducted at local restaurants with two or three of the student
participants present at each meeting. Interviews lasted from a minimum of 40 minutes to
a maximum of an hour and twenty minutes. A free meal of the student’s choice was the
only incentive used to entice the students to participate in the interview.
Interview questions. The interview process followed a semi-structured format,
as recommended by De La Cruz (2009), to allow students the freedom to take the
discussion into areas deemed important to them in their lives. The structure of the
interview, though limited, helped keep students focused and on the topic at hand.
Consequently, I entered each interview with a small set of guiding questions that I
formulated from either the students senior memory book or from examples found in the
literature. Each interview began informally by discussing different events or individuals
that all parties involved had an interest in discussing. The informal discussions, in all
cases, lead naturally into topics discussed in the students’ senior memory book.
In an effort to keep the interview semi-structured and the students on task, I had a
set of specific questions for each focus group that I wanted to address in the interview.
Some of the selected questions were general and used in all interviews, while others were
student specific. The more general questions were questions either obtained directly or
indirectly from the literature. For example, I took two questions directly from Nesman
(2007) that I asked all nine participants: (1) Describe programs or activities that help
students stay in school and (2) What could be done to help prevent students from
dropping out?
Other questions were taken indirectly from the literature. For examples, Jodry et
al. (2004) began each of their interview questions by using the phrase, “I would like for
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you to think back to your childhood” (p. 27). In each of my interviews, I purposefully
asked students to recollect childhood incidents from their family, home life, school and
community experiences but I asked each question in terms used by my participants. For
example, in one interview all three students had attended the same Head Start program,
so I asked about their experiences and recollections of beginning school at an early age.
In another focus group, both students attended elementary school in Mexico, so I posed
their question in terms of how their educational experience in another country and in
another language affected their high school education in this country.
On the other hand, most of the interview questions were derived from the
student’s senior memory book and were specific to the research questions being
addressed. At-risk traits or characteristics and advice or recommendations from the
students led to the majority of questions. For example, students who failed the TAKS test
multiple times were asked how that affected their decision to stay in school. Individuals
who were placed in a disciplinary alternative school were asked how they overcame that
difficult time in their life. Students who were the first to graduate in their families were
asked what advice they would give to others in a similar situation. Students who had
close friends or family members drop out of school were asked to explain what they
believe separates a high school graduate from a drop out. A preliminary listing of the
interview participants, as well as their identified at-risk traits, is presented in the next
section, while a more detailed presentation of each student is provided in chapter 4.
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Participants
Nine students participated in the interview process. Table 6 provides a listing of
each participant by pseudonym with a listing of the qualifying at-risk characteristics. All
student participants were of Hispanic origin and all students were from low
socioeconomic backgrounds. Gender and age at date of graduation are also provided.

Table 6: Characteristics of Participants
Name

Gender

David

Male

Blanca

Female

Guillermo

Male

At-Risk
Traits
Discipline
Problems

(2)

(3)

Married

Drug issues

Failed 2
grades

Poor
Attendance
(Court)
Parent of 2
children

Married –
not living
at home
Trouble
with Law

Mobility –
multiple
schools
Singleparent
household

Low Socioeconomic
status
No previous
high school
graduates in
family

Cecilia

Female

Mother

Academic
problems

Aylin

Female

Low Socioeconomic
status

Long term
ELL

Low Socioeconomic
status
No legal
residency

Pamela

Female

Low Socioeconomic
status

Long term
ELL

No legal
residency

Male

Low Socioeconomic
status

Short term
ELL

No legal
residency

Mayra

Female

Low Socioeconomic
status

Short term
ELL

No legal
residency &
mother

Valeria

Female

Low Socioeconomic
status

Mother

Attendance

Pepe

(4)

No previous
high school
graduates in
family
No previous
high school
graduates in
family
No previous
high school
graduates in
family
No previous
high school
graduates in
family
No previous
high school
graduates in
family

(5)
Low Socioeconomic
status

Low Socioeconomic
status

Low Socioeconomic
status
Single parent
family
Single parent
family
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Data Collection
Data collection and analysis began approximately two weeks before the end of the
2010 school year. At the time of collection, all students were on course to graduate in
May. No interviews or analysis took place while the students were still in school under
the principle researcher’s supervision. Data collection and analysis were conducted in
two separate phases.
Phase 1 – Senior Memory Books
The first phase of data collection started with the preliminary reading of the senior
memory books. The students in Ms. Smith’s regular English 4 class completed their
senior memory books during the final six weeks grading period of their senior year. Two
weeks before graduation, I collected the books that had been turned in to Ms. Smith.
Each book was either scanned and saved as a PDF file or copied using a standard copy
machine. Each book was then returned immediately to the teacher so that she could
return the books to their rightful owners before the end of the school year. As books
were being scanned and saved, I began reading each book specifically looking for factors
that could have contributed the resiliency of the student.
Phase 2 – Focus Group Interviews
The second phase of data collection consisted of focus group interviews
conducted after the students had graduated from high school. Interviews lasted anywhere
from 40 minutes to an hour and twenty minutes. Interviews were held at a local
restaurant of the student’s choosing. All interviews were audio-video recorded with a
portable Flip camera. During different interviews, the camera location varied, but in all
cases the video recording was set up so as to not capture the student’s face or identifiable
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characteristics of the students. In a couple of cases, the students being interviewed
purposefully, and playfully moved in front of the camera for the specific purpose of being
recorded. At least one participant’s goal in being recorded was to “become famous.”
Once the camera location was mutually decided upon, the principal researcher
explained to the participants the questioning and answering procedures while at the same
time recording a sample video for the participants to see what would be captured by the
camera. After the explanation, the short video was shown to the participants so that they
could see for themselves that their identity would not be compromised even if the video
was viewed by an outside observer. Interviews were conducted in both Spanish and
English depending upon the student’s preference. All four focus group interview
recordings were transcribed as soon after the interview as possible. Interviews conducted
partially in Spanish were transcribed in Spanish and then translated into English.

Data Analysis
The data analysis phase of the research project was broken down into three
phases. The first phase consisted of reviewing the 46 senior memory books turned in by
the students. The second phase of the analysis reviewed the focus group interviews of
specifically chosen research participants. The third phase was the analysis of both sets of
data using the constant comparative method of grounded theory. This section on data
analysis will be divided into three parts in order to discuss each phase individually.
Phase 1 - Analysis of Senior Memory Books
The strategy chosen to make sense of the data in the senior memory books was
based on grounded theory, a process described by Glaser and Strauss (1967). Grounded
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theory is based on the idea that theories emerge from data as they are collected and
analyzed. Each senior memory book was read word for word and coded using Glaser’s
(1969) method of open coding. Each sentence, paragraph, or idea in the book was
assigned a specific code. Codes were then classified as either having a possible link to
graduation, or as data unrelated to the students’ ability or inability to graduate from high
school. Data deemed to have relationship to graduation was identified and coded. My
experience with the state at-risk indicator codes as well as my review of the literature
aided in my decisions as to what contributed and what did not contribute to the students
ability to graduate. Each participant’s data was coded separately from the others. This
case-by-case based strategy allowed for the examination of each participants’ experience
“within its real-life context” (Yin, 2003, p. 18).
After coding each senior memory book individually, I created a searchable data
table that included the student’s name, statement made and my assigned code for the
student’s statement. Single statements made by students were, at times, coded into
separate categories (Glaser, 1969). For example, the phrase, “I want my future kids to be
proud of me for graduating and having a successful education” was coded under the
headings of “family”, “goals” and “self-pride.” In the data table this statement appeared
three times with a different code assigned to each entry. In this instance, all three were
determined to be factors contributing to the student’s resiliency; family, goals, and selfpride.
I followed this same procedure of coding and categorizing for all 46 senior
memory books. As a result, I ended up with a single, searchable data table containing all
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pertinent statements made by the students with my assigned “open” code. This data table
became the starting point for my analysis.
Phase 2 - Analysis of Interview Data
The purpose of conducting focus group interviews with a couple of students at a
time was to gain an explicit understanding of the emic perspective or the insiders’ view
of reality. Interview questions were not scripted, but were allowed to flow through the
natural conversation between the researcher and the students. Bogdan and Biklin (1982)
state that using this type of interview style allows the interviewee a degree of latitude in
pursuing specific topics and shaping the content of the interview. General ideas and
specific incidents, derived from the student’s senior memory book, were used a prompts
when the conversation waned, but for the most part, students were free to converse about
what they deemed important or essential to their educational experience. Diaz-Greenberg
(2003) found that by “engaging in this process (dialogue with the researcher) gave the
participants an opportunity to explore their realities and express their perspectives”
(p.42). Pairing student into focus groups allowed the students to feed off of each other’s
reflections.
After each interview the audio-video recording of the meeting was transcribed
verbatim. In all but one interview, the principal researcher transcribed the interviews
himself. After each transcription, the interviews were read and then re-read in order to
gain a general understanding of the student’s perspective. During the third reading, I
looked for key words, phrases or dialogue that could have been related to the student’s
success in reaching graduation. Each statement was then typed into a data table and
coded, using Glaser’s open coding method into as many categories of analysis as
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possible. This was the same format followed in the analysis of the memory book data.
Again, one phrase could be categorized into multiple headings or categories. The data
table from the student memory books and the data table from the focus group interviews
was then combined into one table. Glaser’s (1969) constant comparative method of data
analysis was then used to continually compare each category.
Phase 3 – Analysis of Combined Data
The combined data table allowed me to easily sort the data by code. After coding
and analyzing, I realized that many of the codes could be combined into slightly broader
categories. Using Glaser’s terminology, my preliminary or open coding of data yielded
to selective coding. For example, categories such as “freshman year” or “senior year”
were combined under the single heading, “high school.” At this point, as broader
categories emerged, I wrote brief summaries of the codes, providing my rationale for
assigning, combining, and creating new codes. Tables containing the codes and the
combining of codes are provided in chapter 4.
Finally, after the data from the memory books and all of the transcripts had been
coded under major headings in the data table, the incidents were sorted according to
categories. All categories were then organized into clusters in terms of their overall
theme. The constant comparison of the incidents and categories started to generate
theoretical properties for each category (Glaser, 1969). Taking the theoretical properties
found in the books and determining how many of the students indicated a particular
category was significant. The number of students who mentioned instances and the depth
of discussion of specific categories helped in the development of these overriding themes.
Major themes were then compared to the original transcript in order to ensure accuracy of
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context. Major themes were then applied to each of the two research questions were
applicable. Each theme and subcategories contained within resulted in the findings
which are summarized in chapter 4.
Conclusion
The review of how resiliency has been defined in different fields and studied in
the fields that was provided in this chapter revealed multiple definitions and
methodologies. For the purpose of this dissertation, resiliency is defined as the ability to
overcome adversity and to reach a measure of success when a predictive outcome based
on previous occurrences would indicate failure. The measure of success is defined as
graduating from high school. This definition of success is important because nearly 40%
of Hispanics leave school before graduation (Levin, 2009). Other studies have looked
qualitatively and quantitatively at the idea of resiliency in Hispanics by grade point
average, college entrance and college graduation as measures of success. The data
collection methodologies used in these studies including interviews, observations,
document analysis, data analysis, surveys and questionnaires demonstrate the varied ways
in which resiliency has been studied. Each methodology was chosen to specifically
answer the research questions analyzed in each respective study.
The two data collection methods chosen for this dissertation are no different. By
using student-created documents and focus group interviews, it was determined that these
two methods of data collection would be the best methods to answer the two qualitative
research questions posed in this study:
(1) What factors do these resilient students identify as obstacles as to why
students dropout and how did they overcome these obstacles in their personal lives?
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(2) What contributed to the resiliency and eventual high school graduation of
Hispanic students possessing multiple at-risk factors in a South Texas high school?
The high number of Hispanic resilient students in a south Texas school district, as
well as the ease of access to these students, led to the selection of a small high school
along the US-Mexico border to be the site for this study. Forty-eight at-risk seniors
agreed to participate in the study by either having their senior memory books analyzed or
by participating in an in depth focus group interview to determine what contributed to
their ability to overcome the problems they encountered during their educational career.
Ultimately nine students, who had their memory books reviewed, were interviewed based
on presence of multiple at-risk traits in their lives.
After data collection, the process of analysis began using grounded theory and the
constant comparative method of data analysis. Through the coding of interview and
memory book data into categories and the integrating of categories into properties,
possible theories emerged through the properties of each category (Glaser, 1969). These
theories, grounded in the data, resulted in the hypothesizing of identified traits and factors
that contributed to the resiliency of the students participating in the study. The ideas and
theories that were generated from my data are presented in the next chapter.
Chapter 4 begins with a brief introduction to the chapter followed by a
presentation of the instruments used in data collection and a description of each of the
primary participants. This section will be followed by a review of the research questions
to be addressed in the study. Each research question will then be addressed using specific
themes that emerged through the data. Quotations and summarized student comments
will provide evidence of each identified theme and its relationship to the student’s
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resiliency. A short summary of the details discussed in the analysis of data will conclude
the chapter.
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Chapter 4 – Analysis of Data
Approximately 1.3 million students drop out of high school every year (Swanson,
2010). “About half of all Latino students fail to graduate from high school, and while
other ethnic groups – including African Americans – have gradually increased . . .
graduation rates, Latinos have seen almost no such progress in three decades (P. Gándara
& Contreras, 2009, p. 1-2). According to the National Center for Educational Statistics,
in a thirty year span between 1976 and 2006 the Hispanic Event dropout rate went from
7.3% to 7.0% while both White and Black non-Hispanics experienced great success in
reducing their Event dropout rate almost in half, from 5.6% to 2.9% and 7.4% to 3.8%
respectively. In thirty years little to no progress has been made in decreasing the number
of Hispanics dropping out of high school. Reversing this disturbing trend is “the most
urgent challenge for the American educational system” today (P. Gándara & Contreras,
2009, p. 1).
The purpose of this qualitative study is to add to the body of research supporting
Hispanic student success and to help reduce the Hispanic dropout rate and increase the
number of Hispanics successfully graduating from high school. Specifically, the purpose
of this study is to understand how and why Hispanic students possessing traits that
research has identified as at-risk factors for dropping out have maintained their resiliency
through the 12th grade and graduated from high school. What factors in their lives have
contributed to their resilient ability to overcome the numerous obstacles that they have
faced as Hispanic youth growing up in the American educational system? Of particular
interest in this study are what the students themselves identified as hindrances to
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graduation and what the students have identified as being the most important and most
influential factors in helping them to complete their high school education.
Based upon the primary goals of this study, two important research questions
were identified. First, what factors do these resilient students identify as obstacles as to
why students dropout and how did they overcome these obstacles in their personal lives?
And secondly, what factors contributed to the resiliency and eventual high school
graduation of Hispanic students possessing multiple at-risk factors in a South Texas high
school? The thoughts, ideas, and reflections of the 46 at-risk Hispanic participants in this
study as to factors that contributed to their resiliency and their ability to overcome
multiple obstacles in their lives is presented in their own words in the proceeding chapter.
Chapter Organization
The outline for the remainder of this chapter first includes a review of the data
analysis procedures used to answer the research questions and then focuses on the
students participating in the study and the categories derived from the analysis of the data
obtained from the participants. The section on data analysis will briefly review the
procedures outlined in chapter three.
In analyzing the student data information and characteristics of the larger pool of
46 students who participated in the study will be provided first. Then, each of the nine
students interviewed individually will be described in detail including the obstacles in
their lives that they faced and were able to overcome. Each individual student
description will include the student’s personal background, the obstacles they overcame,
how they responded and overcame the obstacles in their lives and their future plans after
high school.
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The third section of this chapter attempts to answer the first research question:
What factors do these resilient students identify as obstacles to high school graduation,
and how were they able to overcome these obstacles in their personal lives? This section
explores the five broad categories that the students identified, through their experiences
and their observations, as the primary hindrances that could have kept them from
obtaining a high school diploma. These obstacles come from either the personal
experiences of the students involved in the study or from what the student participants
perceive as obstacles in the lives of other Hispanic students. Each of these obstacles dealt
with specific individuals that the participating student knew as a family member, friend
or school acquaintance. In most cases, the related events concerning family members,
friends, or acquaintances were direct examples of why others did not finish high school
or why they dropped out of high school. While the participants identified factors within
the five categories that caused others to dropout, there were many examples of anecdotal
evidence from the student participants as to why and how they were able to overcome the
most difficult obstacles. It was then, from the student’s point of view, that it was possible
to identify factors that Hispanic students must face in order to graduate from high school.
The fourth section of this chapter attempts to answer the first and primary
research question: what factors contributed to the resiliency and eventual high school
graduation of Hispanic students possessing multiple at-risk factors in a South Texas high
school? This section contains the 16 broad categories that reoccurred frequently in the
data as possible factors contributing to the resiliency of these particular students.
Categories receiving less than 15 entries are not included in this analysis. This section is
divided into three different categorical groupings that were derived from the data. First,
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categories identified as specific, individual student traits were grouped under the heading
“Internal traits.” Secondly, categories identified as being school-related or school
controlled categories were grouped under the heading “School traits.” The third
grouping, entitled “External traits” included all categories not determined to be related to
the individual student or related to the school in anyway. Consequently, part two of this
chapter is divided into three sections based on the groupings of the categories. The first
section will discuss the categories under student traits, the second section will present the
categories under school traits, and the third section will encompass all other traits under
the External categorical grouping.
The final section of this chapter provides a conclusion to this chapter data analysis
and briefly introduces the next chapter on the findings and conclusions of this research
study.
Data Collection and Analysis
The participants in the study completed a senior memory book project that
required them to reflect upon life experiences that influenced their educational careers.
In a memory book format, the students wrote about individuals, experiences, events and
activities that affected their education and eventually resulted in their attainment of a high
school diploma. From this group of 46 individuals, nine students, who possessed
multiple at-risk traits, were selected to be interviewed. The purpose of the interviews was
to discuss specific reflections from their senior memory books including specific events,
details or individuals who contributed to their resiliency. The interviews were conducted
in groups of two or three students and took place after the students had completed all
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graduation requirements. The data derived the student memory books and from the
interviews was organized to answer the two research questions posed in the study.
The data used and analyzed in this study was thus derived from the two sources of
data collection: the senior memory books and personal interviews. Every senior memory
book was read by the researcher. Any statement or picture found in the memory book
that possibly could have contributed to helping the student graduate from high school was
coded using the principles of grounded theory and copied into a data table. Each entry in
the data table consisted of the student’s name, the statement or graphic depiction of some
idea illustrated by the student in the senior memory book and the code assigned to the
statement or picture. Codes were based on the content of each statement or picture.
During the coding process, student statements or pictures would sometimes fit into more
than one category. In such instances, the statement or picture was assigned to each
category with some statements falling into as many as four different categories.
Personal student interviews, all conducted by the researcher, were transcribed
verbatim and then coded using the same methodology discussed above. Student
statements made during the interview process were coded and organized into a separate
data table. Again, each entry contained the student’s name, the statement made, and the
categorization code. The data derived from the senior memory books and the data
derived from the personal interviews were then combined into a single 82 page data table
that could be sorted by student name or by categorization code. The categories with the
largest number of student educational memories, positive or negative, found in their
memory books and discussed during personal interviews were determined to have been
the strongest influences on the overall sample student populations’ ability to graduate
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from high school. Consequently, the coding and grouping process yielded possible
answers to what factors contributed to the resiliency of these selected at-risk Hispanic
students.
Tables 7 through 13 are graphic representations of how the codes were
categorized into different groups. First, all of the statements in the student’s senior
memory books and in their interview transcripts were coded into 104 different categories.
The 104 different codes are presented in Table 7. The 104 different codes were then
grouped into three broad categories: internal student factors, external student factors, and
school factors. This breakdown is graphically illustrated in Table 8. Note that some
factors, depending on context, were placed in more than one group. For example,
discipline was placed in both external student factors and in school factors. Within each
of the three groupings similar terms were combined and codes that students determined
were obstacles were all placed under the obstacle group creating a fourth grouping as
illustrated in Table 9. Tables 10 through 13 illustrate how different codes were
combined under one heading to create separate categories. Each of the categories under
the three broad headings were determined to be traits contributing to the resiliency of the
at-risk students in the study. The number of times a code received mention by the
students, and the number of students who mentioned a code determined its significance as
either a barrier or a resiliency trait. In order for a trait to have been identified as a barrier
to graduation or a resiliency trait, the category had to have had a minimum of 15 student
responses made by at least 7 different students. This cut off point was determined based
upon a natural break in the data. First, there were no categories that contained between
10 and 15 student responses. Secondly, there were no categories that were mentioned by
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exactly four, five or six students. Consequently, no codes or categories had between 10
and 15 student responses made by 4 to 6 different students. This gap in the data became
my separation point between what traits would be discussed and what traits would not be
discussed.

Table 7: All Codes Assigned to Analyzed Data
Advice
Alcohol
Athletics
Attitude
Awards
Baby
Bilingual
Boy / Girl
Bully
Friend
Childhood
Confidence
Coping
Discipline
Dreams
Drinking
Education
Effort
Elementary
Failing
Family sports
Feelings
Future Passion
Goals
God
Head Start
Heritage
High School
Kinder
Language
Law
Married
Math
Mentors
Motivation
Obstacles
Parents
Personality
Pre-k
Pregnancy
Race
Reading
Realization
Religion
Resiliency
Responsibility
School spirit
SelfSelf awareness
actualization
Self-control
Self
Self motivation
determination
Self-reflection
Self-respect
Sex
Skipping
Small school
Spirit
Technology
Tracking
Tragedy
Administration
Counseling
Pregnancy

Atmosphere
Band
Care

Attendance
Beginnings
Community

Culture
Dropout
Emotions
Fight
Grades
Home
Learning
Mobility
Partying
Pride
Recognition
Rules
Self concepts

Daughter
Drugs
Expectations
Friends
Growing up
Junior high
Locus
Mother
Passionate
Proud
Regrets
School
Self confidence

Self
perceptions
Shining
TAKS
Weakness
Marriage

Self realization
Single parent
Teachers
Work
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Table 8: Grouping of Codes into Three Categories
Internal Student Factors
External Student
Factors
Advice
Attitude
Alcohol
Baby
Bilingual
Coping
Beginnings Boy/Girl
friend
Confidence
Culture
Care
Childhood
Effort
Dreams
Community Culture
Expectations
Emotions
Daughter
Discipline
Goals
Feelings
Drinking
Drugs
Future
Heritage
Family
Friends
Language
Locus
God
Growing
Up
Motivation
Passion
Heritage
High
School
Passionate
Personality
Home
Law
Pride
Proud
Marriage
Married
Race
Realization Mobility
Mother
Regrets
Resiliency
Obstacles
Parents
Responsibility SelfPartying
Pregnancy
actualization
Self
Self
Pregnant
Reading
awareness
concepts
Self
Self control Recognition Religion
confidence
Self
Self
Rules
Sex
determination motivation
Self
Self
Single
Technology
perceptions
realization
parent
Self reflection Self respect Tragedy
Work
Weaknesses
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School Factors
Administration
Athletics
Atmosphere
Attendance
Band
Counselors
Drugs
Elementary
Failing

Awards
Bilingual
Bully
Dropout
Education
Expectations

Grades

Fight

High School
Kinder
Learning
Mentors
Pre-K

Head Start
Junior High
Law
Math
Obstacles

Recognition

Reading

School

Rules

Shining
Small School

School
Spirit
Skipping

Sports
Teachers
Tracking

Spirit
TAKS
Technology
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Table 9: Combing of Codes into Similar Groupings – Addition of Obstacles
Internal Student
External Student
School Factors
Obstacles
Factors
Factors
Advice
Baby/daughter/ Single
Administration
Alcohol /
parent
Drinking
Attitude / Emotions /
Beginnings / Childhood/ Athletics / Sports
Bully
Feelings
Growing up
Bilingual
Boyfriend/Girlfriend
Attendance /Skipping Care
Coping
Care / Recognition
Awards / Recognition Dropout
/Shining
Confidence / Pride /
Community
Band
Drugs
Proud /Self confidence
Culture / Heritage /
Culture /Heritage
Bilingual
Language
Race
Effort
Discipline /law / rules
Counselors
Married/
Marriage
Dreams / Goals /
Family /Home /Mother
Education / Learning Partying
Future
/Parents
Expectations
Friends
Elementary
Pregnancy /
Pregnant
Locus
God / Religion
Expectations
School
Motivation / Self
Mobility
Failing / Grades
Sex
motivation
Passion / Passionate
Reading
Fight
TAKS
Personality
Technology
Head Start /Kinder /
Teachers
Pre-K
Realization / Self
High School / Junior
Tracking
realization
High / School / Small
school
Regrets
Law / Rules
Tragedy
Resiliency
Math
Weaknesses
Responsibility
Mentors
Work
Self-actualization
Reading
Self awareness
School Spirit / Spirit
Self concepts / Self
Teachers
perception
Self control
Technology
Self determination
Self reflection
Self respect
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Table 10: Grouping of Internal Student Factors
Grouping: Internal Student Factors
Categories
Codes Classified into Each Category
Thinking beyond the
Dreams / Goals / Future, Expectations, Realization / Self
moment
realization, Self-actualization
Internal locus of control Advice, Attitude/Feelings, Effort, Locus, Resiliency Self
control
Positive self-identity
Personality, Self concepts / Self perception, Self reflection
A sense of pride
Confidence / Pride / Proud /Self confidence, Self respect
Self-motivated / SelfMotivation / Self motivation, Self awareness, Self
determined
determination
Strong foundation in
Reading (from both external student factors and school factors)
Reading

Table 11: Grouping of External Student Factors
Grouping: External Student Factors
Categories
Codes Classified into Each Category
Family
Family /Home /Mother /Parents
Friends
Friends
Boyfriends / Girlfriends Boyfriends / Girlfriends
God / Religion
God / Religion
Parental Discipline
Discipline /law / rules, Family

Table 12: Grouping of School Factors
Grouping: School Factors
Categories
Codes Classified into Each Category
Head Start /
Head Start / Kinder / Pre-K
Kindergarten
Caring teachers /
Education / learning, Expectations, Mentors, Teachers
Mentors
Participation in ExtraAthletics / Sports, Band
Curricular Activities
School Spirit
School Spirit / Spirit
High School Setting
Attendance /skipping, High School / Junior High / School /
Small school, Law / rules
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Table 13: Grouping of Obstacles Identified By Students
Grouping: Obstacles
Categories
Codes Classified into Each Category
Substance Abuse
Alcohol, Drinking, Drugs, Partying
Teen Sexual Relations Baby, Daughter, Married, Marriage, Pregnancy, Pregnant, Sex
Role of First Language Language, Bilingual (from school factors), Coping (from
internal student factors)
School Personnel
Administration, Counselors, Care, School, Teachers, Tracking
TAKS Test
TAKS

Participants
Seniors at River High School have the option of taking Advanced Placement
English IV, Dual Enrollment English IV or regular English IV in order to meet the state’s
graduation requirements. The students who took regular English IV, for the purposes of
this study, are identified as regular education students. All of these students were placed
in one of six sections of English IV taught by Ms. Smith. Hispanic students who were in
one of Ms. Smith’s six regular English IV classes and who were classified as at-risk were
eligible to participate in this research study.
Senior Memory Book Participants
Of the 166 graduating seniors at Border High School, 104 were enrolled and
attending one of Ms. Smith’s regular English IV classes at the end of the school year, for
an average of approximately 17 students per class. Of the 166 seniors, 92 were classified
as being at-risk by the state of Texas. Even though all of these students were eligible to
participate, only at-risk Hispanics who returned the required consent and assent forms
were counted as participants. A total of 51 out of the 104 students turned in their senior
memory books to be analyzed with the appropriate signed forms. Of these 51 students,
46 were at-risk Hispanics. Of the other five students, who assumed they were allowed to
participate, three were not Hispanics and two were not at-risk. The other 41 at-risk
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seniors were either non-Hispanics, not enrolled in Ms. Smith’s regular English IV class
or chose not to participate. The pseudonyms chosen for the 37 students who participated
in only the senior memory book project are list in Table 8. These are the names used in
data analyzed below to help the reader distinguish among participants. The nine students
who participated in the interview portion of this study will be discussed in more detail in
the next section.
Table 14: Senior Memory Book Participants
Alfonso
Alma
Alicia
Sandra
Catalina
Cesar
Estrella
Elsa
Fernando
Isidro
Josue
Julie
Juanita
Jorge
Bob
Julian
Kelly
Lauro A.
Matt
Marcelo
Maximo
Ralph
Shelly
Sally
Tina
Timothy
Vicente
Belinda

Carlos
Chris
Griselda
Jesenia
Jesse C.
Matias
Monica
Elisa
Yvette

Interview Participants
Individuals who exhibited multiple at-risk traits either through the analysis of
district at-risk data or through the reading of their senior memory books were asked to
participate in the interview portion of this research study. Eighteen students were
selected, but only 9 ultimately completed the interview process. Contacting and setting
up mutually convenient dates and times to conduct the interviews at the end of the school
year, after the students had graduated, was difficult. Even when students wanted to
participate, the logistics of summer work schedules, summer school, vacations, and
leaving for college made it difficult for all of the selected students to participate.
Pertinent information about the nine students who did participate is provided below. This
includes their at-risk characteristics, the reasons they gave for why they graduated, and
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their belief as to what can be done to help more Hispanic students to graduate. Direct
student quotes are placed in parenthesis to express the students’ thoughts in their own
words. Again, pseudonyms are used for each student.
David. David was an 18 year-old graduating junior at the time of the study.
David had failed his freshman year twice and was working hard to try and catch up with
his class in order to graduate on time. During his last year in high school, he was taking
both junior and senior level courses, as well as, classes outside the regular school day.
David considered himself to be married because his girlfriend had moved in with him
about 14 months ago. He was the youngest of three children and was proud of the fact
that he was going to be the first in his family to “graduate on time.” David has one older
brother who graduated from high school in five years and one older sister who did not
graduate.
David’s relationship with his parents was strained. His parents, in his own words,
“never expected me to graduate, never expected anything from me, they did not care.”
David felt like his parents were partial to his older brother. This was one of the reasons
why David had recently decided to transfer to Border High School after spending the last
few years attending classes at a neighboring school district. David did graduate within
four years and has since joined the United States Marine Corp. He credits his girlfriend
for keeping him in school, not giving up on him and helping him to graduate.
Blanca. Blanca was David’s live in girlfriend. Prior to living with David, she
had attended over 12 schools in 5 towns including 3 different high schools. Her parents
were separated, and she had moved back and forth between the two before she began
living with David. She feigned being pregnant in order for her father to approve of her
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living with her boyfriend. When the rouse was discovered, both sets of parents conceded
to the living arrangements and both David and Blanca transferred to Border High School.
According to Blanca, they left their previous school escape the negative impact that their
friends were having on their relationship at their previous high school. Blanca recalls
that her four best friends from her previous school all ended up dropping out because of
drugs and in hindsight, she considers moving in with David to have been one of the
factors that helped her stay in school.
Blanca’s attendance problems and difficulty in arriving to class on time resulted
in her placement in an Alternative Education Program (AEP). The district AEP is a
disciplinary school where habitual offenders are placed for varying lengths of time
depending upon the severity of their disciplinary infractions. She also had multiple court
appearances for attendance problems with the most recent resulting in a $200 fine. The
court appearance and subsequent fine, according to Blanca, provided her the external
motivation she needed to attend school every day. She was also placed on one year’s
probation for another criminal incident that occurred outside of school. Despite her
problems with the law and with attendance, Blanca was an outstanding student who
explained that she received “good grades, all A’s and B’s, for my dad.” She states that
she graduated because of her dad, “because he gave me goals to reach” and because of
her own hard work.
Pepe. In 2005, Pepe dropped out of the 7 th grade in Mexico and came to live with
his mother, who had left for the United States when he was five years old. Once in the
US, his mother insisted that he continue his education and enroll at Border Junior High
School for his 8th grade year. Pepe recalls habitually skipping school during his 7 th grade
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year in Mexico, but professes to have been a model student at Border Junior High. In
junior high he was placed in an English as a Second Language (ESL) class that he
referred to as “a special class” with one teacher who taught in Spanish all school year.
The other 31 students in this class were also recent immigrants from Mexico who did not
speak, according to Pepe, “a word of English.”
In junior high, Pepe explained that he received “hundreds all the time,” but was
“the complete opposite in high school.” Pepe states that he was “a serious discipline
problem” during his freshman and sophomore school years and “spent almost all of [his]
first two years of high school in ISS” (In School Suspension). “I was getting into fights
everyday because I was having a lot of problems with my mom.” He also attributes his
disciplinary problems to the fact that he was, in his own words, “hanging out with the
wrong friends.”
In high school, Pepe was provided English language assistance classes in order to
help develop his speaking, reading and writing skills. As Pepe stated, “I was in an ESL
class, where the teacher did not speak a word of Spanish.” But, he explained that “having
a teacher who did not speak any Spanish helped me out a lot.” Finally, his junior year,
his girlfriend who “cared a lot about me, who wanted me to graduate” helped get him on
the right track. She helped Pepe to behave in school and even helped mend his
relationship with his mother and younger brother. According to Pepe, “My girlfriend is
one of the main reasons why I graduated.”
Cecilia. Cecilia began her educational career by attending pre-kindergarten and
kindergarten in Mexico. Between kinder and first grade she moved to the United States
and enrolled in the Border Independent School District. She entered school not speaking
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English and remained in all Spanish classes through her fourth grade year. In fifth grade,
she was placed in all English classes and claimed to have learned English during that one
school year. In 6th grade, she was in all English classes again and as she stated, “did
great.”
In high school, Cecilia had difficulties with attendance and consequently did
poorly in her mathematics classes. During her first two years of high school, she missed
long stretches of school because her current boyfriend’s, ex-girlfriend was always trying
to “beat her up” and “bullied her every day,” usually as she walked to and from school
each morning and afternoon.

Once her nemesis dropped out of school herself, Cecilia

was able to complete her last two years of high school without incident.
Cecilia was also one of a handful of students who had to take the state required
exit level high school examination 5 times before receiving her high school diploma.
Cecilia’s resiliency was evident because she simply refused to quit. She refused to give
up on herself and on her dream of graduating from high school. Cecilia believes she
graduated because she wanted to show her parents and her boyfriend, that she could make
it and because she did not want to “hear that little voice in my head reminding me every
day that I did not finish school.” Cecilia plans on continuing her education at a local
trade school where she hopes to become a licensed cosmetologist within the next couple
of years.
Valeria. Valeria started school at Border Elementary School not speaking
English. She was placed in bilingual ESL classes from pre-school through the fourth
grade. During these six years of instruction she was taught in both Spanish and English
throughout the school day. She also recalls learning English, as she stated, “like that.”
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Valeria seemed to imply that learning English came easy to her and that she was able to
pick up the language with little difficulty. In junior hshe was moved to advanced classes
because, as she explained, “I was smart, especially in math.” She remained in the
advanced mathematics classes through her senior year in high school.
Both Valeria and her older sister became pregnant in high school. Her pregnancy
coincided with her father unexpectedly leaving the family. Valeria thought long and hard
about dropping out of school when she learned she was pregnant and that her father was
longer supporting the family. But in a heartfelt conversation with her mother, Valeria
was reassured that she would not have to go through the pregnancy alone and that her
mother would be there for her as long as necessary. In spite of being a teenage mother,
Valeria successfully graduated from high school and wants to follow in the footsteps of
her favorite teacher, Mrs. Gonzalez, and teach high school math one day in the near
future.
Pamela. Pamela’s journey to the United States began at the age of 4 when she
left Mexico under the impression that she was simply going to visit her grandmother
living in the US. Without her knowledge and with no advanced warning, her grandmother
enrolled Pamela into pre-kindergarten at the local Head Start facility shortly after her
summer vacation. Pamela continued to live with her grandmother through high school,
even after her mother and step-father joined them during her junior high school years.
Pamela originally received first language support during her first year of school,
but starting in kindergarten she was moved to an all-English classroom. According to
Pamela this move was made because she was learning English faster than the other
students. Pamela regrets the fact that she does not know how to read and write fluently
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in her native Spanish despite the fact that her step-father has encouraged her to read
Spanish literature and to maintain her native tongue. She does credit her older cousins
with helping facilitate her acquisition of English, but expressed regret that they never
graduated from high school themselves. Pamela was the first child in her extended
family to graduate from high school.
Pamela believes that the primary reason she graduated was that, “I just knew that
I wanted to graduate because I wanted to become someone. I am going to college;
nothing is going to stop me.” This internal motivation remained strong even though her
best friend continually reminded her that she was “not from here” and that she could
never go to college. Pamela proved her wrong and is currently enrolled in a local
university where she is working and paying for her education all on her own.
Aylin. Aylin and Pamela were interviewed together, attend college together, and
faced the same uphill battle of attending college in what she refers to as a “foreign
country that I have lived in most of my life.” Aylin is referring to the fact that even
though she has been raised most of her life in the United States, she is still treated as a
foreigner, and cannot received financial aid, in what she calls “her own country.”
Unlike Pamela, Aylin received first language instruction from second grade
through sixth grade. At the end of her second grade year, Aylin’s teacher noticed that she
was able to multiply and divide numbers 1 through 12 in her head and recommended that
she take a test to see if she qualified for the Gifted and Talented program. Aylin recalls
that she did well on the math portion of the test, but that since the rest of the test was in
English, she, in her own words, “failed miserably.” In retrospect, she was glad to have
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had the bilingual instruction and feels confident that she can read and write fluently in
both languages.
Aylin attributes her educational success to her mother, who “always pushed me to
get good grades, she was never satisfied with a C, but always wanted me to get As in
every class.” Her mother realized the value of a good education and pushed her to obtain
her high school diploma and encouraged her to continue her education in college. Aylin
received local scholarships and financial assistance and is currently enrolled in a local
University where she hopes to graduate within four years.
Mayra. Mayra entered Border High School at the age of 17, a semester short of
graduating high school in Mexico, and was immediately placed back in the ninth grade.
Mayra dropped out of school in Mexico because, as she explained, “I was in love.” She
married the young man but he “made my life miserable.” After becoming pregnant,
Mayra realized that she needed to make a better life for her daughter and decided to move
to the US to live with her mother. She enrolled in high school one month shy of her 18 th
birthday because she wanted to have a career and she blamed herself for not finishing
school in Mexico. Mayra was 21 years old when she graduated from high school in May
of 2010.
During her first year at Border High School, Mayra was placed in sheltered
English classes with a teacher who did not speak Spanish. At first she was scared and
nervous, until she realized that the other students in the class did not speak English either.
She believed that it was better for her to have had a teacher who did not understand
Spanish because it forced her to learn and to speak English. She continued to take
English classes for non-native English speakers up until her senior year in high school.
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Mayra became close friends with 5 of her classmates who were enrolled in the
same sheltered English classroom. She recalls that they all helped each other with their
assignments and that “we all learned English together.” She is extremely proud of the
fact that all six graduated from high school together this past school year.
Mayra credits her ability to stay in school well past the required age limit to the
assistance and encouragement provided to her by her mother, her motivation to prove to
her own daughter that completing high school is possible, and because she wanted a
career and not to just clean houses for a living. Ultimately, Mayra would like to become
a police officer, but realizes that she would probably have to return to her native Mexico
to realize this dream. She is presently applying to a local college to become a medical
assistant and work in a local doctor’s office.
Guillermo. Guillermo began his educational career at the age of 4 in prekindergarten at the local Head Start. He remembers being tested in both Spanish and
English, as well as passing the tests as he explained, “like nothing. It was easy for me.”
Guillermo remained in all English classes throughout school and knows how to
communicate orally in Spanish, but does not have confidence in his ability to read and
write in Spanish.
As for Guillermo’ personality, he is charismatic, easy-going and very personable.
Despite multiple arrests and discipline problems, Guillermo has a way with making
people feel comfortable and at ease when in his presence. In fact, during our interview
with Valeria and Cecilia, Guillermo was recounting his most recent incident with the law
in such a way that one would never believe he was charged with a felony less than two
weeks ago. His method of storytelling is vividly expressive, amusing and entertaining.

187

HIGH SCHOOL RESILIENCY FACTORS IN HISPANIC YOUTH

Despite his jovial attitude, Guillermo has had to face numerous obstacles in his
life. His mother is in prison and has not been able to provide him the type of stable home
life that he hopes to provide for his own family with one day. Knowing this, he tries to
spend as much time as possible with his own baby daughter. Because he is no longer
involved with his daughter’s mother, she has limited the times and lengths of his visits.
This limited access to his firstborn child obviously weighs on Guillermo’ conscience.
Guillermo is also expecting his second child with Cecilia, another participant in this
study.
Guillermo contemplated dropping out of high school multiple times, but
explained that his father “has always been there for me, he has always helped me out and
everything.” He attributes his educational success to his father’s support and his own
desire to have a better life for his daughter which includes having an education that can
lead to a career. Guillermo also believes that he worked hard to achieve his goals.
Guillermo ultimately wants to be a police officer, but cannot attend the police academy
until he is 21years old. He is presently enrolled in an air conditioning repair program at a
local university.
The nine individuals who participated in the interview portion of this study all
have special, unique backgrounds that contributed to the information needed for this
research project. Their diverse educational experiences and their perspectives on what
factors contributed to their successful completion of high school are key components of
the findings presented in the next two sections of this chapter.
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Research Question #1 - Obstacles to Graduation as Identified By Participants
The categories derived from the data analysis included under this heading are not
specific factors that can be identified as contributing to the resiliency of the participating
students. Instead, reoccurring themes emerged out of the information gathered from the
scrapbooks and interviews. The consistency and the number of references made under
each category helped me as the researcher pick out key factors that influenced these
students. For instance, one of the categories identified in this section, drugs, was
mentioned in some form or fashion by 29 of the 46 participants including a total of 79
phrases or pictures coded under the category of “substance abuse.”
In identifying the factors that contributed to the resiliency of at-risk students, the
categories listed below were clearly not factors that could be attributed to their resiliency.
But, because of their prevalence in the data, the data contained in these categories
obviously played a major role in the educational history of the students participating in
the study. Consequently, while many of these categories are technically obstacles
identified by the students in their lives or in the lives of other students close to them, how
these students participating in this study overcame these student-perceived obstacles thus
became of great importance to this research.
Outlined below are the 5 major categorizations derived from the student data.
Four of the five categorizations are compilations of multiple categories identified in the
data. For example, the category of substance abuse contains information coded as drugs,
alcohol, drinking, and partying. Each section dedicated to one of the 5 major
categorizations is further subdivided into the students’ perspective of the problem, how
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the problem contributes to dropping out, and how individuals in this study were able to
overcome this obstacle and stay on track towards graduation. The five categories
presented below include substance abuse, teen sexual relations, role of first language,
teachers, and the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) examination.
Table 15 graphically presents this data below.
Table 15: Student Identified Hindrances to Graduation
Substance Abuse
Teen Sexual Relations
Role of First Language
School Personnel
 Administrators
 Counselors
 Teachers
TAKS Test

Substance Abuse
The drug problem at Border High School is not unique to this school or to this
area, but is in fact a nationwide epidemic. According to the National Institute on Drug
Abuse (2011) 48.2% of high school seniors have used drugs at least once in their lifetime,
23.8% had used drugs in the last 30 days of taking the survey, and 6.1% of high school
seniors use marijuana daily. It should be noted that these numbers only reflect individuals
who were enrolled and attending high school at the time the survey was administered
(National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2011). High School dropouts were not included in
this survey. Levin (2009) also found that student drug and alcohol abuse amongst
Hispanic teenagers contributed to their low graduation rates.
The substance abuse category mainly included comments referring to drug use
and drug abuse, as opposed to alcohol and alcohol abuse. Only two individuals referred
to underage drinking or “getting drunk.” On the other hand, the other more than 70
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phrases classified as substance abuse specifically address the rampant drug use among
adolescents. Shelly, a recent transfer to Border High School, stated in her senior memory
book that, “I have never been to a school where drugs were so easy to come across.” In
addition to Shelly, seven other students referred to the drug problem in their senior
memory books by writing the following statements:


all kids want to do is get laid and get high, all the time (Shelly);



there are drugs everywhere [in my neighborhood] (Julian);



people in my neighborhood are always stealing and doing drugs (Guillermo);



I see a lot of people doing drugs (Lauro);



lots of drugs and fights around my house (Michaelangelo);



drugs are a serious problem (Josue);



drugs were always around (Carlos);



around my house there was lots of stealing, drugs, and drunks (Alicia).

In the interview conducted with David and Blanca both individuals also believed
that the drug problem amongst teenagers was a concern. Blanca revealed that her four
best friends from her previous high school all dropped out because of drugs and David
stated in his interview that, “the drug problem is pretty bad.”
It is clear that the availability and prevalence of drugs in the lives of so many
young people becomes too much of a temptation for many high school students.
According to the participants in this study, drugs abuse is the major reason why students
drop out of high school. In fact, seven out of the nine students interviewed believe that
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drugs are the primary cause of students dropping out of Border High School. During the
interview process Pepe and Guillermo made the following statements:


Most of the kids I know who dropped out, did so because of drug. My friend, he
was in school and then one day I didn’t see him and a few days later I saw him on
the side of the street, like picking up cans [to be] able to like, make money for
drugs (Pepe);



Most people dropout because of drugs or because they have kids (Guillermo).

Two other statements found in the student’s senior memory book echo the same
sentiment:


My best friend got into drugs and stopped coming to school, drugs took over his
life (Julian);



My friends who dropped out, they did so because of drugs and pregnancy (Alma).
Overcoming substance abuse. The use of drugs, though, does not necessarily

equate to dropping out. Sixteen students in this study, who did graduate admitted to
using drugs on their own accord. Neither in the senior memory book nor during the
interview process were students asked about their own drug use, information gathered on
individual student drug use was volunteered by the students themselves. One male
student wrote in his memory book “I am a major pot head, and everyone knows that”
(Vicente). Another female student revealed in her memory book that within of month of
moving to Border High School she smoked pot for the first time; the temptation was just
too great. One student went so far as to state in his memory book that “marijuana is the
reason I graduated, it got me out of bed in the morning” (Jesse). David stated in his

192

HIGH SCHOOL RESILIENCY FACTORS IN HISPANIC YOUTH

interview that in the tenth grade, “drugs entered my system like water, coke, weed, pills,
drinking, you name it. I would even do drugs in school.”
On the other hand, a number of the participating students deeply regretted their
involvement in the drug scene. Guillermo stated in his interview that “if I could live my
life over, I would change not doing drugs because drugs have messed up my life. I wish I
would have never done that” (Guillermo). Monica, Jesenia and Vicente wrote the
following statements in their senior memory book:


I hate the fact that I started drinking and smoking because they are now
like my best friends. I can’t stop (Monica).



Looking back, I wish I was more into books and not into partying
(Jesenia).



Vicente, in referring to drugs advised other students, “you don’t want to
go that route, it is a serious distraction.”

For many of these students, being surrounded by drugs was just a way of life.
But, three individuals, David, Guillermo and Carlos, recently quit using drugs because of
the negative side effects they were seeing in their lives. David quit because he was
falling further and further behind in school and because his girlfriend made him stop.
Guillermo quit because he saw his little sister following in his footsteps and he was
worried about what might happen to her. Carlos explained in his senior memory book
that he finally “pulled out of [his] addiction because [he] would see how it hurt [my
mother] and how she would cry all the time. All three stopped just in time to graduate
drug free.
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Avoiding substance abuse. But not everyone succumbs to the drug temptation.
The reasons why students remained drug free varied greatly from student to student.
Two of the participants, Josue and Julian, wrote in their senior memory books that they
were afraid of being kicked out of athletics if they were caught doing drugs so they made
sure they did not even experiment with any form of illegal substance. Another
participant, Chris, took the religious approach and wrote that he refused to take drugs
because he did not want to “ruin His temple” referring to his body as the temple of God.
Timothy saw the effects drugs had on his family, and wrote that he refused to allow drugs
to lead him down the same destructive path as his father. Finally, Pepe, one of the
interview participants, stated that he did not do drugs “because I was better than that.”
He also credited his parents for instilling in him the ability to know the difference
between right and wrong even if everyone else disagreed with his morals and principles.
In summary, students explained that there are a high number of individuals using
drugs and alcohol. Among high school students, drugs are easily available and that drug
abuse is the number one reason why students drop out of high school. Many of the
students who admitted to using drugs regretted ever starting and that quitting drugs, for
three students, was a key to helping them graduate. The individuals who never started
using drugs did so because they were in extra-curricular activities, were afraid of the
consequence of using drugs, had a strong religious background, had strong parental
support including the fear of being disciplined or had a strong sense of self worth that
helped them realize that, in their own words, they were “better than that.”
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Teen Sexual Relations
One of the key findings of Suh & Suh (2007) was that students whose first sexual
experience occurred early in their teenage years were more likely to drop out than
students who were not sexually active during their teenage years. The data gathered from
the participants in this study echo the conclusions drawn by Suh & Suh (2007). The
broad category of Teen Sexual Relations, discussed below, included statements and
comments coded by the researcher as Baby, Daughter, Married, Marriage, Pregnancy,
Pregnant and Sex.
Two of the participants in this study, Blanca and Alicia commented on their
awareness of the problem of teen pregnancy in the area in which they live. Blanca
commented in her senior memory book on the “super high pregnancy rate” in the
communities around Border High School. Alma wrote in her senior memory book that
“there are a lot of pregnant girls” in this area. On five separate occasions participants
equated the high pregnancy rate to the high dropout rate in this area. In the opinion of
one interview participant, “girls drop out because they get pregnant, boyfriends don’t let
them come to school, there is no child care, no classes for mothers” and expecting
teenage mothers to graduate without assistance is “not realistic” (Mayra). Blanca
explained the problems that pregnant teens face by stating that, “Girls who don’t have
money and are pregnant don’t have anything to fall back on, so they end up falling
[behind] more and more” until they dropout.
Four other student participants concluded that the district needed to provide
childcare for teenage mothers. Pepe, Estrella, Blanca, and Tina, respectively, wrote the
following statements in their senior memory books:
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If the school would provide a place to take care of the babies, more girls
would stay in school (Pepe);



A childcare facility would really help (Estrella);



A day care in school would really help girls who get pregnant to stay in
school (Blanca);



I know I would not have missed so much school if I had someone to take
care of my baby (Tina).

Pepe and Mayra agreed in their interview that schools should start talking about using
“protection” in elementary school because kids are having sex as early as sixth grade.
Reported promiscuity by participants. Sexual promiscuity among high school
students was also mentioned frequently during the interviews and in the senior memory
books. In one interview, Mayra recalled a friend of hers who dropped out of school
because she had 5 children before she turned 20 years old. Two other interview
participants agreed that all the students talk about in school is sex, having sex and who
they want to have sex with.
In their senior memory books two of the participants revealed that they first
became parents at the age of 15 and they discussed the difficulties of being a parent while
trying to continue their high school education. Another young lady wrote in her memory
book that “sex is too common, too easy for kids nowadays” (Shelly). One girl admitted
in her senior memory book that as she matured she started receiving “more attention”
from the boys and soon became sexually active only to be hurt repeatedly by boys who
would leave her after sex. Her sexual experiences “had a devastating effect on me my
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sophomore and junior years, so much so that I had to get help so that I would not hurt
myself.”
Five of the forty-six participants in this study were parents before graduating from
high school, but many others knew of individuals who dropped out of high school
because they became parents. According to the participants, some dropped out because
there was no one to care for their child, others dropped out because they had to get a job,
while still others dropped out because they got multiple girls pregnant. Also, these girls
who had a child with the same father could not be in school without verbal and physical
altercations with the other female student or with the father of her child. Surprisingly, the
last scenario mentioned above was a topic of conversation by four different participants
and included, to the best of the researchers’ understanding, three different instances
resulting in seven of the nine individuals involved dropping out of high school.
Interestingly enough, of the four females in this study who had a child during high
school, each one of had multiple friends or family member who also became pregnant.
Tina wrote that “all three of my best friends got pregnant and I was the only one to
graduate.” Mayra explained in her interview that her best friend became pregnant shortly
after the birth of Mayra’s baby “solo por el Medicaid y las estampillas” [only for the
Medicaid and food stamps]. And about the same time that Valeria told her family she
was pregnant her, best friend and older sister also became pregnant.
Responding to parenthood. Becoming a parent in high school was very difficult
for each of the participants. Valeria explained in her interview “when I found out I was
pregnant, I was scared. I did not want to tell anybody. When I told my mom I could not
even speak, I was just crying and crying. I felt like I had failed her.” Guillermo also
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expressed how difficult the experience was, “I felt like my world was crashing in around
me when I found out I was going to be a father. I did not know what to do or anything,
but once she was already born, right, I was like, I have to work hard, and all, to take care
of her and my school.” Guillermo not only worked hard at Dairy Queen for two years,
but he worked hard in school in spite of the time constraints that a child and a job place
on a new father. Both Guillermo and Valeria succeeded and were able to overcome the
difficulties of being a teen parent.
The participants in this study who did have children in high school were resilient:
they were able to overcome the sleepless nights, financial strains, attendance issues, and
the time constraints of parenthood to ultimately graduate from high school. They also
attributed much their motivation to continue school and to graduate to the fact that they
did have a child. Two of the parents in the study, Estrella and Tina wrote the following
statements in their memory books:


School was hard with a baby, but I knew I had a reason to become
someone now. I wanted to prove to people that just because a young
teenager had a child in high school, they can still make it through
anything. I graduated for my baby (Estrella);



When I had my baby I knew I had to go to school. I did not want to
dropout because I had to look forward to my future and my baby’s future
(Tina).

Three other high school age parents discussed in their interviews how the birth of their
respective children influenced their decision to stay in school:
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I thought about it [dropping out], but my mom was there to help me. I ended up
graduating because of my baby; she changed my life (Valeria);



I am in love with my baby girl. Now I want to graduate to set an example for her
and to give her what I couldn’t have (Guillermo).

Mayra, who became a mother at age 15, explained her rationale for completing school in
the following statement:


Sí, porque es como, ella [mi hija] va entrar a la escuela. Como ahorita, ella
necesita que yo le ayude en la tarea y todo. Y miro que muchos padres están con
sus hijos y dicen ‘¿tú le entendiste lo que dijo la maestra? Yo no le entiendo’. Y
me quedo pensando, ahí pude haber estado yo, si no hubiera ido. Más que nada
pues porque yo quiero mejorar mi vida. Quiero aprender otro idioma.
[Yes, because it is like, she [my daughter] is going to start school. Like right
now, she needs my help with homework and everything. I see many parents who
ask their children, did you understand what the teacher said? Because I do not
understand [the teacher].’ It left me thinking, that could have been me if I would
not have gone to school. More than anything I want to improve my life. I want to
learn a new language].
Each of the above individuals took a negative situation in their life, realized that

completing high school would be difficult, but also understood the value of an education
and understood that more opportunities would be afforded to them and their children if
they completed high school. This idea of being able to see beyond the moment and think
beyond high school will be discussed later in this chapter.
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Role of First Language
According to Schargel & Smink (2001), young people from non-English language
backgrounds are one and a half times more likely to leave school than those with an
English-language background. The dropout rate for Hispanics who do not speak English
is “between three and four times higher than the rate for those who do” [speak English]
(Schargel & Smink, 2001 p.22).
Being a native Spanish speaker in an English dominant school system was also
another one of the obstacles that students identified as to why Hispanics dropout of
school. The broad category of Language, as coded by the researcher, is closely related to
another category, bilingualism that will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter.
This section on language focuses primarily on the students’ perception of language being
a barrier towards graduation. The section on bilingualism focuses on traits and aspects of
being bilingual and the bilingual education program at Border High School that
contributed to the resiliency of the Spanish dominant participants interviewed.
In all, 37 out of the 46 students who participated in this study either through
sharing their memory books or through interviews, revealed that they spoke Spanish with
varying degrees of proficiency. Some students revealed or demonstrated that they
continued to use Spanish as their dominant language in conversations held both in and
outside of the school setting. They only spoke English in class when they were required
to do so. Other students used both Spanish and English depending upon the
circumstances, setting, and participants; while still others were almost completely English
dominant, even at home with their monolingual Spanish speaking parents. Despite their

200

HIGH SCHOOL RESILIENCY FACTORS IN HISPANIC YOUTH

different levels of bilingualism at the time this study took place, the majority of students
participating in this study began school only speaking Spanish.
Upon entering high school in the ninth grade Mayra explained, “I felt stupid
because I could not understand English.” Sandra felt the same way and wrote in her
memory book, “I was scared and embarrassed because I couldn’t read or speak English in
high school.” Cecilia also blamed her lack of English for her problems, “I had problems
when I started school because I could not understand what they were saying [the teacher],
but I made it okay.” One senior memory book participant, Alma, recounted in her
memory book how coming to the United States and entering a school “where everyone
spoke only English” was “dramatically hard.” She compared it to being a baby and
having to learn to walk and talk all over again. Even after four years of studying English,
she still wrote half of her senior memory book in Spanish because she felt more
comfortable with her native language.
Yvette’s experience typifies many of the experiences of recent immigrants upon
coming to school in the United States:
I felt scared and afraid the first day of school. When I got to the US, everything
was different, the kids, the buildings, the environment, but most of all the
language. I did not think I was going to survive. I had to struggle through
learning barriers, English became the most difficult obstacle [to overcome]. I
ended up having to put a lot of attention to each word spoken in English and even
though I was made fun of, I kept to myself and I learned English.
Yvette developed her own coping mechanism, by removing herself from everyone
else and focusing upon learning English “word by word.” Other students are not so
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fortunate. Pepe recalls entering junior high in the seventh grade, from Mexico, and being
placed in a bilingual class with 32 other recent immigrants. To his knowledge, only he
and one other have graduated so far. Pepe explained, “Some of them, they didn’t care
about school so they repeated the same grade over. Some of them, they just got out of
school.” On the other hand, Mayra entered the ninth grade with five or six others close to
her same age, 17, and they all ended up graduating.
Three of the students in this study, in addition to Yvette, revealed how they were
able to overcome the language barrier placed before them. First, Cesar, a senior memory
book participant, decided to challenge himself in the seventh grade and even though he
did not feel comfortable in English, he chose to take advanced ESL classes in the seventh
grade and regular all English classes in the eighth grade. “It was time to put up or shut
up,” he recalls thinking as he decided to challenge himself a little more. “Since eighth
grade I have taken all English classes and now I am going to graduate.”
Sandra and Mayra on the other hand took the opposite approach. Both of them
decided to remain in classes with their Spanish-speaking peers as long as possible
because they felt more comfortable with their friends. Sandra wrote in her memory book,
“I felt better when I went to class and there were kids like me” in the room. Mayra in her
interview recalled a similar feeling, “I felt better when I saw other students struggling
like me.” Mayra also wrote about having to convince her best friend, who was having a
hard time learning English, not to dropout and to keep trying. The support and the
camaraderie that these students felt with one another played a major role in their ability to
overcome the language barrier and still graduate from an English required educational
system.
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The students in this study were able to overcome the language barrier placed
before them by adapting and determining for themselves the solution to this problem that
best fit their learning styles. Yvette preferred to isolate herself and focus on learning
English, Cesar sought out all English classes, while Sandra and Mayra chose to have
extended first language support before moving into all English classes. Whatever the
decision was, it worked for these students and helped them to succeed while some of their
classmates failed to overcome the language barrier.
School Personnel as Obstacles to Overcome
The role that school personnel play in the lives of at-risk students in undeniable
(Morales, 2010). Most studies reviewed for this research project primarily focused on
how teachers significantly contribute to the resiliency of at-risk students (Benard, 2004;
Chavkin & Gonzalez, 2000; Krovetz, 1999; McMillan & Reed, 1994; Morales, 2010;
Shetgiri, et al., 2009). But school personnel can also have a negative effect on the lives of
students (Bae, et al., 2008). Many of the participants in this study believed this to be true.
The category of school personnel includes phrases and statements made by
students that were classified as either administration, teachers, or in a couple of instances
other school personnel. As with the Role of First Language category, this category
identifies the obstacles that are created by school personnel, not how school personnel
have contributed to the resiliency of students. School personnel have had a profound
influence in helping many students graduate and the contributions made by these
individuals will be discussed later in this chapter. The purpose of this section is to reveal
how the students in this study believe that school personnel are a hindrance to their
acquisition of a high school diploma. The second part of this section will present ways in

203

HIGH SCHOOL RESILIENCY FACTORS IN HISPANIC YOUTH

which identified students were able to overcome the obstacles that school personnel
placed before them.
Some students believe that high school administrators, teachers, and counselors
who have chosen to work in schools to help kids be more successful were in fact, an
obstacle to overcome in order to graduate. Twenty-five participants from either the
memory book or the interviews made at least one reference to how school personnel have
contributed to the dropout problem. The majority of these references were directed
towards teachers, but administrators and counselors were also singled out for encouraging
Hispanic students to leave school before graduation.
Administrators. Three students made references to administrators who they
have seen encourage students to dropout. David stated in his interview that “the assistant
principal at my other school told my friend, why don’t you just drop out, and he did.
Now that is really sad.” In his memory book, Vicente wrote the statement, “I hated how
the previous principal was so unfair. He always had his favorites.” Valeria, another
female student, in referring to her brother, stated in her interview that “he was always
getting into trouble so the principal kicked him out. They kicked him out and told him
not to come back . . . my parents blamed my brother so they did not put up a fight.” In
Pepe’s interview he felt the same way, “the previous principal used to kick kids out of
school all the time, especially the kids that were having a hard time learning English.”
In one of the interviews, Mayra was asked to list reasons why she believed
students dropped out of school. She succinctly summarized how she and others felt that
the previous principal contributed to the dropout problem in three short statements:
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El otro principal lo saco. [Por] unos problemas que tuvieron, si [no] el también
hubiera graduado con nosotros [The other principal kicked him out. For some
problems that they had, if not he would have graduated with us];



El se los decía, como ‘tu vuelves hacer esto tú te vas, porque yo soy el principal”.
Y así. [He would tell them, ‘if you do this again, you are out, because I am the
principal.’ And it was like that];



Decía, “¿para qué sirve que vengas [a la escuela] si no estás haciendo buenos
calificaciones?’ [He would say, ‘what good is it for you to come [to school] if you
are not making good grades?’] .
Counselors. The second group of school personnel that were seen as a hindrance

towards graduation were the school counselors. A couple of students had experiences
with school counselors that could be classified as hindering a students’ progress towards
graduation. David explained that, “the counselors at my other school, they told me I
could not graduate until December of next year. They would not even listen to what
classes I wanted to take.” Fortunately, David transferred to Border High School, a
considerably smaller high school, where the counselors did work with his schedule so
that he could graduate on time. Shelly, a memory book participant, was having trouble
her senior year and when she tried to talk to her counselor about it and “all she [the
counselor] said was try harder. I was so disappointed in her. Right then I knew what it
was like to dislike a person who was supposed to be there to help you.” Shelly never
mentioned where or if, she ever received the emotional and psychological help she was
seeking from her school counselor.
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Teachers. Of all school personnel, teachers were most often mentioned as people
who hindered students from graduating on time. Teachers have a huge impact on the
lives of students they come in contact with or who they have in class. In fact, teachers
are the single greatest influence on the education of a child (Voke, 2003). Two students
in the study both wrote the exact same statements in their memory books, “Teachers,
whether good or bad, make a difference” (Alicia & Ralph). They know and understand
the important role that teachers play in the lives of their students. Unfortunately, 15
students in this study felt that at least some of their teachers had a decidedly negative
impact on their education careers.
The most commonly mentioned way in which teachers were a hindrance to
student graduation was that students’ perceived their teachers did not care about their
education. Students perceived this uncaring attitude from teachers in different ways.
Aylin felt like some of her teachers did not care about their education because they did
not force them to do very much work and when work was due, they were able to turn it in
“whenever” they wanted. In reference to one teacher Aylin stated, “His class was so easy
I hated it.” Aylin also stated that “the ones [teachers] who wanted to do work, they
forced you to do work, and those were the ones I learned the most from.”
Pamela echoed Aylin’s sentiments by stating in her interview, “Some teachers just
give you busy work so that you wouldn’t bother them and they wouldn’t teach until [the
principal] or someone came into the room.” Pamela related one incident during her
interview in which her English teacher was sitting in the back of the room on her
computer all period until one of the assistant principals walked in. The teacher then
jumped up and asked the students to take out a piece of paper so that they could have a
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pop quiz. The assistant principal walked around the room and then walked out. The
teacher told the students, “Oh, I changed my mind; we will not have a quiz after all.”
According to Pamela, everyone knew that she was lying so that she would not get in
trouble.
Two other young men perceived an uncaring attitude in their teachers by the way
their teachers gave up on them when they were lacking motivation. In two separate
interviews, Pepe and David recalled two stories of teachers who did not seem to care
about their students:


The teachers that cared, were the ones who would tell you to do your work, and
you still don’t listen t them, and then they come and tell you do this and do that
and you still don’t do it, but they keep telling you to do it, those are the ones that
care. And the teachers that didn’t care, they just told you once and that was it.
They would just leave you alone (Pepe);



David stated that “I didn’t have no teacher that actually cared because I was
always the one to never do the work and so they did not put any effort into me.
Then I thought if they don’t care about me, why should I care about them. So I
started getting into more trouble” (David).
Whether the teachers cared about their students or not, the students’ perception,

and thus the students’ reality, was that some of their teachers did not care about them as
individuals. Valeria stated the following in her interview,
Sometimes they [the teachers] would get so frustrated that the kids don’t listen to
them, so they will be like, just do whatever you want, I am not going t teach you
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guys any more. But I would always think to myself what about us who want to
learn?
Chris, another senior memory book participant, believed that teachers “were just
like a big fly that kept getting in my way (Chris). A final example comes from Pepe who
stated in his interview that “teachers not caring contributes to kids dropping out.”
Teachers not caring “makes you feel bad because ‘why am I in school if they aren’t going
to pay attention to me anyway?”
Five students, in recalling their educational careers essentially all felt that their
best, most enjoyable years in school were when they had good teachers that cared about
them. They recall that the bad, dreadful years of school were when they had teachers
who did not care or who simply did not teach the students anything. These students’
perceptions of their teachers became the students’ reality and consequently affected the
students’ educational experiences.
Overcoming the negative effects of school personnel. Two students had two
distinct responses to dealing with teachers who they felt like did not care about them.
First, Guillermo, who spent time in the Alternative Education Program for his
misbehavior, wrote in his memory book, “I learned to be cool with my teachers. They
told me to do my work, and I would be like okay. I just did what they asked and now I
am succeeding.” Guillermo learned to be cooperative with teachers, whether they cared
about him as a student or not.
On the other hand, Mayra took a different approach. In referring to teachers who
do not care, she explained :
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Hay unos que, te esfuerzas por hacer lo que te están pidiendo, y no te ponen
atención. [Cuando preguntamos] ‘cheka mi trabajo para haber si está
bien’…[ellos dicen], hay sí está bien, y se van con otras personas y están hable y
hable con ellos y a ti te ignoran y te hacen a un lado. [There are some, who we put
all our effort into doing what they asked for, and then they do not pay any
attention to us. Like when we ask them, ‘check my work to see if it is right,’ they
say, ‘yes it is right,’ and then they go to other people and talk and talk with them
and they ignore us completely].
Mayra learned to meet with her school counselor and ask for a schedule change, “no
quiero quedarme en una clase así, siempre le pedía a la consejera, que me cambiara de
esta clase.” [I did not want to stay in a class like this, I would always ask the counselor to
change me from this class]. By working with her counselor, Mayra was able to find
teachers who truly cared about her as a student. In turn, because her teachers cared, she
worked hard to learn from them and to do whatever they asked of her because she liked
and respected them as professionals.
Both students took different routes to achieve the same objective of passing their
classes and graduating from high school. Other students might not have been as resilient
and might have given up when encountering teachers, administrators or counselors who
did not care. Guillermo and Mayra are two good examples of how students can
overcome school personnel who are more of a hindrance than a support in helping
students to graduate from high school.
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Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS)
In order to graduate from a state accredited high school in Texas, a student has to
successfully pass four exit-level tests, one in each of the four core areas of English, Math,
Science and Social Studies. These exams are administered during a student’s junior year
of high school. Students who fail to pass one or more of the sections must continue to retake the exit level test from that subject area until a passing score is obtained. Students
have four opportunities during their senior year to retake one or more of the tests in order
to graduate at the end of the year. Students who do not pass all four sections of the test
are not issued a diploma and must continue taking the exit-level exams until they pass all
four in order to graduate.
The stress this test places on individual students is astronomical and has been
found to contribute to higher dropout rates amongst minorities (Haney, 2000; C. Horn,
2003). The TAKS test, in particular the exit-level TAKS test that students have to pass
in order to graduate from high school, was also a popular topic of choice amongst the
students participating in this study. In fact, 39 of the 46 participants referred to the
TAKS test in some way. The majority of the comments about the test were negative, but
a few students used the test as added motivation and referred to it in a positive light.
Negative aspects of TAKS. Most students, whether close to graduation or not, do
not think highly of the state mandated TAKS test. Statements such as the following were
all found in the students senior memory books:


the TAKS test messes people up (Alicia);



the TAKS test was a huge obstacle (Carlos);



TAKS was the number one thing I worried about (Gabriela);
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TAKS was a huge factor in my life (Elsa);



this test puts so much pressure on you (Isidro);



my main enemy, the math TAKS test (Jorge);



I am scared of the TAKS (Lauro);



I was frightened, I am not going to lie to you (Matias);



TAKS was stressful (Monica);



[TAKS] es el peor – [is the worst] (Mayra);



Waiting for my TAKS results was the worst time of my life (Belinda).

Two different students made comments that sum up the perception that many
have in regards to the TAKS test. First, Catalina wrote in her senior memory book,
“there is way more to life than four tests that we have to take, they are such stupid things,
I wish my life did not depend on them.” And secondly, Mayra explained in her
interview:
Lo difícil en estos años en la escuela, que un solo papel te tumba todo. Porque
piensas como ‘cuatro años viniendo a la escuela, luchando y para que un simple
examen tumbe todo eso’ Si duele mucho. [The sad thing is that during all of these
years of school, one paper can destroy everything. Because you think like,
‘coming to school for four years, working, and one simple exam can destroy
everything.’ It hurts a lot.]
All of this added pressure and stress lead students to dropping out of school. Pepe
spoke of the stress some students feel by recalling a classmate who dropped out because
of TAKS: “I don’t know his last name, but they call him ‘Cookies,’ he dropped out
because he could not pass the TAKS test. Sometimes kids do good in school, but they
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can’t pass the TAKS so they dropout.” Sandra wrote in her memory book, “I knew that if
I did not pass my TAKS test I was just going to drop out.”

Three students from the

2010 Border High School graduating class have yet to graduate because they have not
passed one or more sections of the TAKS test even though they have passed and
completed all of the necessary credits to graduate.
Positive aspects of TAKS. The term positive used in this context is somewhat
contradictory because the positive comments made in reference to the test in reality shed
more light on the negative feelings that students have towards the test. For example, one
of the chapters in the senior memory book asked students to recall their most shining
moment in high school. Twelve of the 46 students felt like the greatest moment of their
lives was passing the TAKS test. Three statements written in student memory books
include:


My most shining moment was passing the math TAKS – Awesome!! (Jorge);



I was so happy when I passed my TAKS tests that I cried and called my mom
(Belinda);



This year was the best because I finally passed all my TAKS (Fernando).

Passing and succeeding on the TAKS test was also a huge confidence buster for a
number of students. Three statements found in students’ memory books illustrated the
confidence these students gained from passing their TAKS:


Now that I have passed my TAKS I have never been so proud of myself. I was
crying my eyes out because I was so happy (Griselda);



The moment I found out that I passed my TAKS test I felt like I could do
anything, I called my mom to tell her the good news (Shelly);

HIGH SCHOOL RESILIENCY FACTORS IN HISPANIC YOUTH



I knew I would graduate when I passed all my TAKS tests and by passing them
all, it showed me that I can be someone and so something special with my life
(Belinda).
Most of the students commented that upon receiving the good news that they

passed their TAKS test, they knew they were going to graduate. The following
comments were all made in student memory books:


I am going to graduate, I passed my TAKS and I come to school every day
(Alicia);



I started studying because of the TAKS, when I passed I knew I was going to
graduate (David);



When I passed the TAKS, a big weight was lifted off my back; I knew I was
going to graduate (Josue);



Graduation became clear when I passed all of my exit-level exams (Julian).
Overcoming the negative aspects of the TAKS. The last TAKS test date before

the end of the school year usually falls during the last week of April. Results are
announced during either the third or fourth week of May, a short time before graduation.
Five of the students who participated in this study, did not know it they were going to
graduate or not at the time they were writing their senior memory books. All five did
graduate, but they suffered a great deal of stress during the month of May.
These five students refused to give up. They refused to allow repeated failure
from keeping them from their dream of graduating. Each had one factor that they believe
contributed to their resiliency. For Elsa, it was her faith in God. In four different quotes
she stated:
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I prayed every day that I would pass my TAKS;



He [God] helped me through the difficult times;



Never lose faith in God, God loves us, he will never lose faith in us;



I graduated because of God’s help.

For Sally, it was the unyielding support she received from her mother. “My mom would
not let me quit. She forced me to go to school, forced me to study, and helped me dig
myself out of my hole that I put myself in.” Sally dedicated her senior memory book to
her mother because “she is the main reason I have made it this far.” Catalina on the
other hand willed herself to keep going and not to give up. “You have to set your mind to
do it, never give up. There are so many more things you can do with a diploma, but you
have to stay strong to get through high school.” Cecilia’s resiliency can also be attributed
to her own internal desire to succeed. “I did not want to hear that little voice in my head
reminding me that I did not graduate.” Finally, Isidro, dedicated his senior memory book
to Mrs. Gonzalez, his math teacher, because “she never gave up on me.” For Isidro, she
provided that little extra push, that little extra encouragement that kept him going.
“Without Mrs. Gonzalez I would have never passed my math TAKS.”
Whether good or bad, the TAKS test has a profound impact on the educational
careers of Hispanic students. With no specific question about the TAKS test all but seven
of the participants included the test, either positively or negatively, as having a great
significance in their lives. How five of the students who were most affected by the
implications of not graduating as a result of not passing the TAKS responded during this
stressful time of their lives, was of significance and of importance to this study. Whether
it was relying on God for strength and encouragement, or the dedication of a loving
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mother, or the inner will to succeed and to push one’s self or even the influence of a
dedicated teacher; whatever it may be, these resilient students were able to overcome
their greatest obstacle to graduation, the TAKS test, and still succeed.

Research Question #2 - Factors Contributing to the Resiliency of Participates
For the purpose of this research study, resiliency has been defined as the ability to
overcome adversity and to reach a measure of success when a predictive outcome based
on previous occurrences would indicate failure. All of the student participants have had
to overcome at least one trait or characteristic identified by the state of Texas as a reason
to be classified as a student at-risk of not completing high school. By analyzing
comments and statements made by these resilient students, coding the data and
organizing the data into themes; 16 traits or attributes were identified as contributing to
the ability of these students to overcome the obstacles in their lives, while many of their
friends and relatives experienced the same obstacles and failed to graduate from high
school. The identified traits that helped these students succeed; the traits that contributed
to their resiliency are outlined below in three categories: internal traits, school traits and
external traits.
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Table 16: Factors Contributing to the Resiliency of Participating Students
Internal Traits
School
External
Traits
Traits
Thinking beyond the moment
Head Start /
Family
Kindergarten
Internal locus of control
Caring
Friends
teachers /
mentors
Positive self-identity
Participation Boyfriends /
in extragirlfriends
curricular
activities
A sense of pride
School spirit God /
religion
Self-motivated and self-determined High School Parental
setting
discipline
Strong foundation in reading

Internal Traits
The individual internal traits identified in this study were the most difficult to
classify and the most difficult to isolate into a single characteristic or trait. For this
reason, there is some overlap between categories, and multiple concepts that could have
easily been placed into different groupings. For example, data coded as “selfconfidence” is used to support the idea that resilient students think beyond the moment
and set attainable goals for themselves just as data coded as self-confidence is used to
support the idea that resilient students have a great deal of pride in who they are and in
their ability to overcome difficulties. Nonetheless, six traits have been identified as
contributing to the resiliency of at-risk Hispanic students. The resilient Hispanics
students in this study have: (1) The ability to think beyond the moment and to set
attainable goals (2) An internal locus of control (3) A positive self-identity including an
accurate self-perception and an understanding of their strengths and weaknesses (4) a
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sense of pride in who they are and what they have overcome (5) a sense of selfmotivation and self-determination to succeed (6) a strong foundation in reading.

Table 17: Internal Traits Contributing to Resiliency
1. Thinking Beyond the Moment
a. Goal Setting at an Early Age
b. Sacrificing Now to Achieve Goals Later
2. Internal Locus of Control
a. Personal Experiences
b. Advice to Other Students
3. Positive Self-Identity
4. A Sense of Pride
5. Self-Motivated and Self-Determined
6. A Strong Foundation in Reading

Thinking beyond the moment. The first identifiable trait that contributed to the
resiliency of the Hispanic students in this study was the ability to think beyond the
moment and to set attainable goals. As McMillan & Reed (1993) found, “resilient
students have clear, realistic goals . . . and confidence that they can achieve their longrange goals” (para. 7). Resilient students believe that they can accomplish their goals
through hard work and sacrifice (Gordon-Rouse, 2001).
All of the students participating in the study had set some sort of goal for
themselves and for their lives. Some, like Tomas, were satisfied with simply, as he put it,
with “graduating” or “walking across the stage” so everyone could see them. On the
other hand, others, such as Estrella, listed lifetime goals in her senior memory book by
including a “bucket list” or a to do list “before I die.” The range of the goals of the
students in this study is nothing extraordinary, but two key elements of goal setting set
these students apart from other students.
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First, the resilient students in this study knew from an early age the importance of
an education and they set their sights on completing high school and going to college.
Before entering high school, they knew that graduation was expected and they felt
confident in reaching that goal. Second, the resilient students in this study also realized
that the sacrifices they were currently making were aides in helping them reach their
ultimate goals in life. As many participants concluded, the sacrifices made during high
school will be well worth the effort when they get their diploma.
Goal setting at an early age. Having, setting, and understanding the importance
of goal setting are the first steps in achieving something meaningful in life. Four
students, Carlos, Marcelo, Yvette and Valeria demonstrated the importance of goal
setting at an early age by statements they wrote in their senior memory books. Carlos
wrote that “graduating was my biggest goal since I was old enough to have goals.”
Carlos realized that there was a purpose and a reward to obtain and he set his sights on
achieving that goal at an early age.

Marcelo also knew early on that graduation was

expected of him and that he was going to fulfill that expectation. He wrote, “I knew a
very, very long time ago that I was going to graduate from high school; there was no
doubt in my mind.” Yvette, a recent immigrant, wrote in her memory book that when she
entered school in the United States; “I set my goal in life to succeed, to graduate from
high school and even excel more in college.” Another example of a resilient student
setting goals early in life was given by Valeria in her senior memory book. She stated,
“everything became clear to me in the sixth grade at career day. They talked about going
to college and my dad said they were having a hard time paying their bills, so right then
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and there I decided I wanted a better life with a good paying job and I could only get that
if I went to college.”
Blanca, Aylin and Pamela expressed similar ideas during their interviews. In
Blanca’s interview she stated that she graduated because of the influence her father had
on her, “ever since I was young my father always gave me goals to reach. He wanted me
to be someone in my life.” Aylin, another recent immigrant, heard about scholarships in
junior high and because of her legal status she knew the only way to pay for a college
education was to receive “a lot” of scholarships: “I always had that in the back of my
head, like I want to have good grades, grades that are good enough to get a lot of good
scholarships.” Similarly, Pamela stated, “I knew I was going to college, no matter what,
nothing was going to stop me and I knew that from my eighth grade year. Carlos,
Marcelo, Yvette, Valeria, Blanca, Aylin, and Pamela are just seven of the many students
who knew and understood the importance of setting goals from a very young age.
Sacrificing now to achieve goals later. The resilient students in this study also
learned that to achieve their goals, there would be sacrifices along the way. The
sacrifices that students had to make varied greatly amongst the participants. Some
students mentioned specific sacrifices, while others simply talked about overcoming
obstacles.
A memory book participant, Yvette, mentioned specifically in her senior memory
book what she had to give up in order to graduate: “I sacrificed my family and gave up
my country for an education.” Yvette came to the US at the age of 14 and her goal, in her
own words, was to prove “that success can be reached through sacrifices and effort.”
Mayra also left Mexico and her husband at the age of 17 to come to the United States in
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order to get a high school education: “quieria una mejor vida para mi hija y no pude in
Mexico.” [I wanted a better life for my daughter, but I could not in Mexico]. At least
eight of the students in this study left Mexico at an early age in hopes of a better future
and a better education. Many of them left on their own accord, leaving behind family
members, loved ones, and their country.
Other students who have lived in the United States all their lives also had to make
sacrifices. Guillermo, because of his mother’s incarceration and the birth of his child at
age fifteen, began working a full time job at age 14 to help support his younger brothers
and sister, as well as his baby daughter. Because he was always working, Guillermo did
not have the opportunity to participate in high school sports. He particular missed not
being able to play football, the sport he was best at. David is another young man who
had to take a full class load his senior year, including both his junior and senior level
courses, plus an online course. Because he was in a Career and Technology Course that
gave him three elective credits, he had to work a minimum of 20 hours per week. David
stated, “My senior year was shot, I could not do anything I wanted to do, but it was my
own fault because I screwed up so much in ninth [grade].” Other individuals, such as
Blanca and Pepe, mentioned giving up friends who were “bringing me down,” as Pepe
stated in his interview. Shelly wrote in her memory book that she ended up leaving a
boyfriend because he did not want her to graduate.
Not all of the students mentioned specific sacrifices, but these students knew that
graduating would be difficult and that making sacrifices would be a part of their lives.
Two male students provided good examples of this in their senior memory books. One
good example is a statement made by Chris in which he wrote: “I sucked it up like I was
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supposed to, I was used to the hardships.” Later he also talked about growing poor in a
rundown community, “I grew up poor, but I also grew up wiser than other kids. I gave
up one thing to get another.”
A second example is Matias. Matias, a young man who attended multiple
different schools during his educational career, stated that “all of my sacrifices were
worth it because the reward was my diploma, now it is time to keep pushing myself
forward.” Similarly, Matt was a little vague on his sacrifices, but mentions “everything
that I gave up . . . a lot goes unnoticed.” But he concludes the same thought by looking
forward to his “shining moment” when it would all be worth it.
Setting goals at an early age and sacrificing to reach their goals are two ways in
which the students in this study were able to fulfill their goals of graduating high school
and for many of them continuing their education at a post secondary institution. These
two traits helped contribute to the resiliency that these students exhibited.
Internal locus of control. Any internal locus of control has been found in
previous students to significantly contribute to the resiliency of at-risk students (Benzies
& Mychasiuk, 2008; Hassinger & Plourde, 2005; McMillan & Reed, 1994; Werner &
Smith, 1992). An internal locus of control is defined as an inner feeling of being in
charge or of having personal power to control your own destiny, change your situation in
life or to create your own circumstances (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008; Hassinger &
Plourde, 2005). The resilient students in this study also exhibited strong indications of an
internal locus of control.
The presence of this locus of control was revealed in two different ways. First,
this trait was revealed by what the participants stated about their personal journey
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towards graduation and secondly, by the advice they provided to other students in similar
situations as theirs. The following two sections break down the data gathered under each
topic.
Personal experiences. Of the 46 participants, nine of them at some point and
time stated that they graduated because of what they did, not because of what someone
else did for them. The following nine statements were all found in students’ senior
memory books:


I graduated because I wanted to, I worked hard to graduate (Ralph);



I graduated because I put forth a lot of effort (Guillermo);



I am graduating because I know what I want to do with my life (Marcelo);



I graduated because I learned to study and I learned to keep myself motivated
(Jesse);



I graduated because it is time for me to become someone, and I did it (Estrella);



I graduated because I was determined [to graduate] (Jesenia);



I graduated because of my effort (Citlahly);



I graduated because of myself (Kelly);



I graduated because . . . actually I did it all by myself (Maximo).

Each of these individuals graduated on their own initiative, on their own hard work,
knowing that they could succeed because their future was in their own hands.
A few other students did not mention graduation specifically, but they knew they
had the ability to control their own destiny. This was evident by what they wrote in their
senior memory books. For example, Gabriela knew that her “problems were bad,” but
she also knew that “I could fix them; I was going to be okay.” Matias wrote, “I have a
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goal in mind, and I am not going to let anyone or anything get in my way. Life is full of
opportunities; I just have to take advantage of what is placed before me.” And Marcelo
wrote, “in our life we must overcome many obstacles and hardships, but behind every
rock there is fertile ground just waiting for us to find it. Our job is to find that fertile
ground in spite of the rock.” These are profound statements from three students who
refused to give up on themselves and who understood that their future was in their hands.
Advice to other students. One of the chapters in the students’ senior memory
books was to write about what advice you would give to someone who was thinking
about dropping out of school. Obviously the advice given by the resilient students was
valuable, but what each of them said also gave a little insight into their own thoughts and
beliefs about what helped them to graduate. The advice that the participating students
give to others shows that they believe that the individual has the power to change their
situation in life and to create their own positive circumstances (Benzies & Mychasiuk,
2008; Hassinger & Plourde, 2005).
A couple of students advised their fellow classmates not to let anyone prevent
them from reaching their goals. They believed that goals could be reached through hard
work and dedication despite the obstacles that others may place before them. The
following statements made in the senior memory books are examples of how these
resilient students felt:


Don’t let anyone bring you down from the dreams you are trying to reach.
Always work hard for what you want because sweating for what you want is the
best reward ever (Monica);
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If you want to reach a goal do not let anyone or anything get in your way
(Matias);



I have learned that the only way you will succeed is that you put a lot of effort
into it (Guillermo);



No matter what or how big the wall is in front of you, you have to cross it by
being strong and believing in yourself that you can do it (Alma).

Monica, Manual, Guillermo, and Alma all believed that they could overcome the
obstacles placed before them and they encouraged others to do the same.
Another piece of advice that demonstrates the resiliency and the attitude of
controlling ones own destiny is that participating students pleaded with other at-risk
students not to give up on themselves. In their senior memory books they wrote the
following statements:


To anyone who has thought about dropping out, you are not alone . . . don’t give
up, don’t let the small bumps in the road get you down (Marcelo);



What I learned is to never give up, if you give up you [will] never know what you
are capable of doing. You need to force yourself to stick through the tough time
(Kelly);



Not to give up and fight for your dreams (Alma);



Don’t give up, no matter what (Tina);



Never give up because life works in mysterious ways (Josue).

Never giving up is a trait exhibited by each of these students.
Each one of these students mentioned above realized that if they worked hard, if
they put forth the effort that they would eventually reach their goal of graduation. Three
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statements from three different individuals in their memory books do a great job of
summarizing this section:


There will always be obstacles on the way to the top, but they are nothing besides
mere problems, nothing that you can’t handle (Cesar);



I have learned to depend on no one other than myself. I can now say I’m ready to
take on the world and anything that’s in it (Matt);



Running away from your problems is not a solution, you have to face them on
your own and you can overcome them (Mayra).

Each of these students firmly believed that their destiny was in their own hands, that they
had control over their own future; they had an internal locus of control.
Positive self-identity. The concept of a positive self-identity as defined in this
chapter is the idea that these students recognize the strengths of their personalities and
they are keenly aware of their weaknesses or shortcomings. Benzies & Mychasiuk
(2008), Hassinger & Plourde (2005), Bernard (2004) and Werner & Smith (1992) all also
found that these student personality traits contributed to the concept of resiliency.
Bernard (2004) and Luthar & Zigler (1991) both found that resilient students were
generally able to make friends easier and had a greater degree of social skills than nonresilient students. The resilient students in this study exhibited similar qualities. In
writing about themselves, some of the resilient students in this study wrote the following:


I am outgoing, personable, the life of the party. I am also easy going and I make
friends easy. I am the best around (Julian);



Making friends in school was never a problem for me. I always had lots of friends
no matter where I went to school (Fernando);
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I have a lot of people skills, and that makes it easy for me to meet and get along
with people (Blanca);



I make friends quickly and I have always attracted the girls (Carlos);



I always liked meeting new people (Matt);



People always liked me because I could make them laugh (Yvette);



I am very funny, and people like that (Juanita).

All of these individuals exhibited the friendly outgoing personality that Bernard (2004)
attributes to resilient individuals.
A number of students in this study also possessed the ability to recognize their
weaknesses and to find ways to overcome their shortcomings. Bernard (2004) calls this
trait self-awareness and attributes this ability to resilient individuals. In talking about his
shortcomings, Alfonso wrote in his senior memory book, “I am not very strong-willed
and I am easily distracted. That is why I needed my girlfriend to keep me on the right
path.” Alfonso credits his girlfriend for making him do his homework and making him
come to school every day. Alfonso realized his weaknesses, but made up for it by
choosing a partner that would help him to succeed.
David had a slightly different problem. “I know I am not that smart. My parents
used to tell me I wasn’t smart and my brother told me I was dumb. But I decided I would
prove him wrong. I graduated on time and he didn’t.” David was by no means “dumb,”
but he felt like this was a weakness in him, he did not believe that he was smart. But
because he did not believe he was smart, he was determined to work harder and to
overcome this perceived weakness within him.
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Many other students felt positively about their strong personality traits and others
were also able to realize and overcome their weaknesses, but a distinction was made in
the data collection between self-perception and self-pride. Data identified under selfperception was primarily data reflecting the students’ personality or the students’ selfawareness of their personal limitations. Data identified under the category of self-pride
encompassed the feelings and emotions that the students felt when they overcame
obstacles and when they realized who they were becoming as adults. They felt proud
about what they had done and accomplished in their lives to this point. The next
immediate section develops the category of pride.
A sense of pride. The at-risk individuals in this study knew life was more
difficult for them than for many of their classmates. They realized that they had obstacles
to overcome and that they had experienced difficulties that many of their classmates did
not have to experience. Because of this, they were proud of who they were and of what
they accomplished. This self-pride aided in their resiliency. They knew that they could
overcome, because they had already overcome so much.
Hassinger & Plourde (2005) used the phrase “high self-esteem” to define the inner
belief in one’s self. Benzies & Mychasiuk (2008) used the phrase “self-efficacy” and
defined it as “self-reliance and the ability to act independently and confidently” (p.105).
According to Bernard (2004), this belief in one’s own abilities and belief in ones power
“plays a major role in educational success” (p.24). Bernard quotes Maddux (2002) by
stating that “believing that you can accomplish what you want to accomplish is . . .
perhaps the most important ingredient in the recipe for success . . . more potent than
innate ability” (p.23).
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The individuals in this study developed this belief in themselves, the pride, the
self-esteem, the self-efficacy by overcoming their at-risk traits. Bernard (2004) goes on
to say that “experiences of overcoming challenges – whether intellectual or personal, help
people recognize their resilience” (p.24). This is exactly what has happened with the
students in this study, except that they do not identify this trait as resiliency, but as pride.
Blanca, one of the students interviewed, responded to the question, “What would
you change in your life if you could?” by stating, “I wouldn’t change a thing, I am so
proud of what I have gone through. Without all of my mistakes and achievements I
wouldn’t be me and I am proud of who I have become. I now know that I can
accomplish anything I set my mind to.” Blanca had that inner self-confidence that
allowed her to succeed where others might have failed.
In their senior memory book, other students responded to the same question about
changing something in life if they could by writing the following:


I wouldn’t change a single thing. Not that my life is perfect, but thanks to all
those mistakes and accomplishments I am where I stand. My accomplishments
are thanks to my mistakes and I am proud of what I have accomplished (Cesar);



I would never change anything, things that happened in my life helped shape me
on what I am today (Sandra);



I am now the person I want to be. I would not change a single thing. There are
things I regret, but I would not change them, they made me who I am and I am
proud of who I am (David);



I wouldn’t change anything I have been through. I know this sounds weird but I
have everything I want right in my hands and I wouldn’t change a thing,
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especially having Natalie [her baby]. She has made me a so much stronger person
(Estrella);


What would I change? Nothing, the mistakes I call regrets, I have learned from. I
have learned how life works and I am a much better person for it (Elsa);



Everything that I have been through has shaped me to who I am now and I am
proud of who I am and what I have become (Matias).
Each one of these students realized that the obstacles they overcame shaped and

molded their lives. The obstacles made them better people, smarter, wiser, and more
importantly the obstacles strengthened their resiliency and their pride in themselves. All
now have the resolve to face life’s challenges knowing that they can overcome whatever
difficulties lie before them.
Self-motivated and self-determined. The category of self-motivated or selfdetermined is inherently similar to that of an internal locus of control. Bernard (2004)
distinguished between an internal locus of control and self motivation by defining an
internal locus of control as “a generalized sense of being in charge or of having personal
power” and calling self-motivation “initiative” and defining it as “the ability to be
motivated from within” (pp. 22-23).
Most of the individuals in this study found something in their lives or some aspect
of their life that became their motivating factor to succeed and to graduate from college.
In finding that motivating factor the students often took what others would assume to be
an obstacle and turned that obstacle into a motivating factor. These students were
determined to overcome what was placed before them. Listed below are some of the
internal motivating factors that contributed to their resiliency.
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The four female students who had children while in high school attributed their
desire to stay in school and overcome the teen mom obstacle to the motivation they had
to defy the odds and graduate for their child. Estrella wrote in her memory book that she
wanted to prove “everyone wrong,” while Valeria wrote that she was “graduating for my
baby.” Other comments written by the four mothers include the following:


I wanted to prove to people that just because a young teenager had a child in
high school; they can still make it through anything (Estrella);



Before my baby I only wanted to graduate for myself to live good, now I want to
graduate to set an example for her and to give her what I couldn’t have (Valeria);



When I had my baby I knew I had to go to school. I did not want to dropout
because I had to look forward to my future and my baby’s future (Tina);



My baby is the reason I started my new life, why I started trying in school and
why I graduated. Her smile in the mornings keeps me going (Mayra).
Matt, Monica and David had family members who did not believe that they were

capable of graduating. Matt wrote in his senior memory book,
The reason I graduated from high school is because I had to prove to myself and
everyone else who did not believe in me that I could graduate. When people told
me to give up and dropout that just encouraged me to keep going.
Monica felt similarly by writing, “I wanted to leave all of them behind [people who did
not believe in her] because I am going to show them, I am going to prove them wrong” in
her senior memory book. Later Monica wrote, “problems pushed me forward to become
someone in life.” David also wanted to prove his family wrong. During his interview he

230

HIGH SCHOOL RESILIENCY FACTORS IN HISPANIC YOUTH

stated, “like my family even said, they didn’t expect me to graduate; they didn’t expect
me to do anything with my life so I was like I will show them.”
Finally, the failures of family members were a strong motivation for a number of
students as well. The motivation to graduate because other family members had not
graduated was evident by the following statements made in the student’s memory books:


I wanted to be the first in my family to graduate. I wanted my parents to be proud
of me (Fernando);



I graduated because my older brother dropped out and I did not want to be like
him (Timothy);



Neither one of my parents graduated so they wanted me to graduate so that I
could have what they didn’t have (Matt);



I graduated because of my dad, I see how hard he works and he does not have an
education. I want to make life easier for him (Carlos);



I graduated to make my grandparents proud, they have done so much for me
(Julie).

For Aylin and Pamela, both the first in their respective families to graduated,
expressed the same motivation during their interview together. Aylin stated, “I just want
to make my parents proud and to thank them for bringing me to this country.” After
making this statement, Pamela nodded affirmatively and added, “Yea, I wanted to make
my grandmother proud.”
Alma is another female student who was motivated by a family member to
graduate from high school. Alma dedicated her senior memory book to her younger
brother and included a picture of the two of them together on the first page Alma’s
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younger brother was disabled and recently passed away. On the first page of her memory
book she wrote,
I would like to dedicate this book to my special little angel, my brother; if I
wouldn’t have had a brother like him I don’t know what would have happened in
my life. Maybe it would change and maybe not; because without him I wouldn’t
have learned how to live my life without thinking about it. He taught me a lot of
beautiful things about life; not to give up and to fight for your dreams.
She later wrote “he taught me to never give up. I think to myself, if he never gave up on
anything, why am I going to give up on school.”
All of the individuals mentioned above took an obstacle placed before them in
their lives and through self-motivation and self-determination turned the obstacle into a
reason to graduate. Whether it was having a baby, being discouraged by your family,
having multiple family members that never graduated from high school, or having a
younger sibling pass away at an early age; each student found the resiliency to overcome
and to prove to their child, their family, their friends and to themselves that they had the
ability to succeed.
A strong foundation in reading. Having a strong foundation in reading is a
resiliency trait that, in some cases, could have been classified under the school
subheading or even under the family subheading, depending upon where and how this
reading foundation was first established. But, because so many participants credited
reading with their educational success and because so many students continued to read
outside of school, this trait became more reflected in the life of the student than it did in
the school system.
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In total 24 of the 46 students participating in this study found reading to be a
major influence on their educational foundation. This number is significant because there
were no questions asked or alluded to in the senior memory book or in the interviews
conducted with the students about reading. All references to reading were independently
referred to by the 24 respondents. Most of the students were proud of the fact that they
started reading at an early age, many of them saying they were the first in their class to
learn how to read. They were obviously proud of their reading ability starting at an early
age.
Reading in elementary school. Nearly all of the 24 participants who discussed
reading said they loved reading during Pre-K, kindergarten, first grade and second grade.
Below are six statements found in the student’s memory books about learning to read and
reading during the first few years of school:


Reading came easy to me, and I loved it (Alicia);



Learning to read was never a challenge for me, I love it (Belinda);



My favorite subject has always been reading. It is the one thing I am really good
at (Kelly);



Reading new books has always been an adventure for me. I used to love reading
when I was little (Elisa);



I used to love to read because they gave us pizza coupons if we read a lot of books
(Josue);



I loved reading so much that when I was at Garriga [local elementary school] I
would spend my summers going to the public library to check out books (Jorge).
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Regardless of the reason why students read, it was clear that reading impacted the lives of
these students significantly.
Reading at home. The significance of reading was not restricted to the
elementary grades or to school for that matter. Six students mentioned reading at home
or having their parent read to them when they were younger. Being read to at home
could have also occurred in the lives of other participating students as well, but these six
individuals found reading to have played a major role in their educational experiences.
Most of the six participants expressed fond memories of having either their mother or
father read to them when they were little. For example, Valeria stated, “I knew I would
do well in school because my dad used to always read to me before going to bed each
night.” Aylin remembers her step-father buying books in Spanish for her and her sister.
In speaking about her father in the interview stated, “he wanted us to exercise our
Spanish reading skills, to not forget his language. He would make us read them so
much.” Aylin is one of only two students who scored a five, the highest score possible,
on her Advanced Placement Spanish Language Exam at the end of her junior year.
Two of the students applied their understanding of the value of reading to younger
family members. Jesenia wrote in her memory book, “I started reading to my niece when
she was three years old. Now she reads to me and I read to her. I want her to be smarter
than I am.” Jesenia realized the importance of reading at an early age and she associated
intelligence with reading and reading ability. Jesenia later wrote, “I used to read all of
the Judy B. Jones books, I read all of them and they really helped me out a lot.”
Guillermo, the father of a three year old little girl, is also encouraging his daughter to
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start reading. During his interview he stated, “I read to her all the time. It’s good for
her.”
The findings in this section of the study coincide with published work from
Gándara & Contreras who advocate the development of literacy skills before a child
reaches that age of six (2009). Third grade reading scores can alarmingly predict which
students will eventually go on to college and which students will not (P. Gándara &
Contreras, 2009). Research on academic success and dropout prevention has shown that
having a strong foundation in reading has a positive impact on students’ academic
success and likelihood of graduation (Flippo, 2001; Kaniuka, 2010). The National
Dropout Prevention Center/Network has also found that “it is essential for parents and
early caregivers to read daily to babies and toddlers” (Early Interventions, Early literacy
Development Overview section, para. 1). The 24 individuals in this study who found that
reading played a major role in their educational development are perfect examples of atrisk children who were the beneficiaries of reading and being read to as well. Benefits
including better reading comprehension, writing style, increased vocabulary, as well as
developing better thinkers (Krashen, 2004).
In sum, the traits identified in this study as being related to the personal attributes
of individuals include the ability to think beyond the moment, having an internal locus of
control, having a positive self-identity, a sense of pride, being self-motivated and selfdetermined, and having a strong foundation in reading. All of these traits were found in
this study and in previous research, to help contribute to the resiliency of students. All of
the 46 resilient students in this study exhibited one or more of the personal internal traits
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identified above. But internal traits are not mutually exclusive. School traits also
contributed to the resiliency of some students.

School Traits
The school traits identified in this study are characteristics of the students’
educational experiences from early childhood through graduation that the students
believed helped them to reach their goal of graduating from high school. One trait,
participation in early childhood education, is related to the early part of students’ lives.
Two other traits were found throughout their educational careers: teachers /mentors and
school spirit. The final two traits, participation in extra-curricular activities and the high
school setting, were specific to Border High School. Each of the five traits are presented
in Table 18 and discussed below.

Table 18: School Traits Contributing to Resiliency
1. Participation in Head Start / Pre-Kindergarten
a. Strong educational foundation
b. Helped students enter school at grade level
2. Caring Teachers / Mentors
a. Relationships
b. Caring Attitude
3. School Spirit
a. Feeling of comfort at school
b. Part of the educational system
4. Participation in Extra-Curricular Activities
a. Kept students out of trouble
b. Provided motivation
c. Taught students life lessons
5. High School Setting
a. Small responsive high school
b. Students treated fairly and held responsible for their actions
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Participation in Head Start / Pre-Kindergarten. One of the key early
interventions that 16 of the students mentioned in their senior memory books that
enhanced their educational careers was participation in either the Head Start program or
enrolling in Pre-K. More students may have participated in either the Head Start or the
Pre-K program, but they did not mention it in either their senior memory books in or the
interviews. Also, many of the students participating in this study came to the United
States during their elementary, junior high or high school years and were, thus, not able
to attend Head Start or Pre-K programs in the United States.
Stegelin (2004) found that early childhood education is essential for students
from low socio-economic backgrounds and for those who are at-risk because of other
circumstances. Stegelin (2004) also found that children who participate in early
childhood education programs have lower rates of retention, higher levels of academic
achievement, and a stronger commitment to graduating from high school than students
who do not receive the extra assistance. Similarly, Bradshaw, et al. (2008), concluded
that early childhood education is “shown to reduce dropout rates and promote school
commitment and favorable attitudes toward the school environment” (p.26).
Twelve participants recalled starting school in Head Start, with all but one of
them starting at the Head Start located in Border City. Most of the participants, except
one, had fond memories of the Head Start program. Tina recalls always getting in trouble
in Head Start and having to be sent home. Tina did not elaborate on why she was sent
home, but many of the students, like Tina, began the program not speaking English. This
fact may or may not have had an influence on Tina’s misbehavior, but nonetheless the
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program was available for many children who were able to begin their educational
careers at an early age.
Language was a factor for at least one of the four students who began school in
Pre-Kindergarten. Fernando wrote that he was so scared to start school that he would not
leave his mother’s side. Finally, when the teacher made all of the mothers leave, the
teacher’s first words to the class were “Buenos dias” [Good morning]. Fernando
explained in his senior memory book, “and to me that was a great thing. I told myself
right then ‘I think I’m okay.’” And he was, Fernando began his education career only
speaking English, but today, after graduation, Fernando feels confident in both his native
Spanish and his second language of English.
The Head Start program and the Pre-Kindergarten programs in Border City and in
the Border school district played a major role in the educational development of each of
the 16 students who were privileged enough to attend. The assistance these 16 students
received ranged from helping to develop English language skills for students like
Fernando to helping other students like Valeria learn to read at an early age. Valeria
attributes her ability to read at an early age to Head Start. In her interview she stated, “I
did not know how to read until I started school. But then after that it came easy to me.”
The early educational interventions provided to these students contributed to their
eventual high school success and the development of their resilience.
Caring teachers/mentors. The value of a student’s relationship with a
committed, caring, attentive adult cannot be overstated (Garrett, et al., 2010; Knesting,
2008). With teachers being the single greatest factor contributing to the success or failure
of a student, it is not surprising that all 46 of the participating students mentioned
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teachers as either positive or negative factors in their educational endeavors (P. Gándara
& Contreras, 2009; Voke, 2003). The single most important attribute of a teacher
mentioned by the students in this study was the teachers’ caring attitude. Students
overwhelmingly stated that they knew which teachers cared about them and which
teachers did not. Pamela went so far as to say in her interview that it was “obvious”
which teachers cared and which teachers did not.
Even though there is not an official mentoring program in place at Border High
School, the average class size in the content areas at Border High School is
approximately 17 students per class. This relatively low student to teacher ration allows
for relationships to build and bonds to be made between students and teachers.
Additionally, in a small school like Border High School students may have the same
teacher for multiple years, thus increasing the likelihood of the development of a strong
personal relationship between students and teachers.
From the students’ standpoint the relationships developed with their teachers were
“invaluable” as stated by Aylin. She went on to say in her interview that, “I loved my
teachers; I always knew I could count on them to help me when I needed it.”

During the

same interview Pamela added that she enjoyed the relationships with her teachers
“because I like the interacting [with them] and the pushing you hard and the trying to get
you to the next level. I enjoyed that, really, I did.”
Two other students wrote in their senior memory books about the relationships
with their teachers as well. Kelly wrote, “I loved all of my teachers, they were the best.
They were always there for me.” Valeria even wrote that she wanted to become a teacher
“just like Ms. Gonzalez because she loves us and she helps so many students pass their
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TAKS.” Aylin, Pamela, Kelly, and Valeria all felt a strong bond with their teachers,
developed and built upon the foundation of a strong relationship.
Many of the participating students felt like teachers made learning easier for them
because they knew the teacher well and because the teacher cared about their educational
success. Sandra provided one of her teachers with the greatest compliment a student can
give to a teacher by writing in her memory book, “I don’t know how he did it, but he
taught me English, little by little without me even knowing it. I just realized one day that
I now understand it. I still don’t know how he did it.” Sandra had this particular teacher
for two years and when she moved out of his ESL classes she recalls still going by his
classroom just to talk and to say hello.
Seven other students singled out their U.S. History teacher as being special. The
students fondly recalled in their senior memory books how Mr. Holland would use them
as examples in his history lessons. Julian wrote, “like he knew I was athletic, so if there
was an athletic type guy in the story that was always me.” Multiple students recalled
relating to his lessons better because he related it to things in their lives. Guillermo
wrote, “it’s like he knew what we liked and he knew how to make it interesting to us.”
The relationships that these students had with these two teachers helped make learning
easier for the students in their classrooms.
The relationships built between students and teachers also involved so much more
than just teaching and learning, it involved life lessons. David indicated this when he
said in his interview, “Mr. Jones, he made a huge impact on my life, he helped me out a
lot, he taught me about life and doing the right thing.” Josue also showed this by
recalling in his memory book that his favorite teacher, Mr. Stumbaugh, taught him that
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“things are not always going to be handed to you; you have to work hard to get what you
want.”
During the four interviews, each student was asked what the school could do to
help keep kids in school and reduce the dropout rates. David and Blanca both agreed that
if teachers would care more about their students, more students would stay in school.
Blanca explained, “the one on one relationship thing, that really makes a difference. I
knew I could talk to Mr. Hendrickson and that helped me out a lot being my first year at
this school and all.” Valeria added that “maybe if they had someone that would like
actually spend time with them, someone that cared, because there are some teachers that
say they care, but they really don’t.” Pepe believed schools should give potential
dropouts “more support” and “someone they could talk to.”
In slightly more words, Mayra agreed that students, especially female students,
need someone from the school to talk to them and to explain to the young ladies about
life:
Yo creo que las muchachas necesitan más orientación, aunque es propio de uno
que quiera embarazarse, si no quiere hacer caso, pero hay muchas muchachas que
si necesitan apoyo, porque yo conocí a muchas muchachas ahí adentro [en la
escuela], por mi edad se acercaban a mí. [I think the female students need more
counseling, of course it is their own choice to get pregnant, when they do not
want to take the advice, but there are many young ladies who need help, because I
got to know many of them over there [at school] , that got close to me because of
my age]
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In almost every interview, the nine participating students suggested that someone who
was close to dropping out needed to have a relationship with some adult on campus.
Their suggestions came from personal experiences. They had someone to turn to and to
talk to, but many of their friends and relatives did not. Because they saw so many
individuals without anyone to help them, they identified the need for better relationships
between students and adults on campus. These relationships helped them to succeed and
to overcome the barriers in their lives, thus contributing to their resiliency.
School spirit. The idea of school spirit contributing to the resiliency of at-risk
students is related to the concept of belonging, pride, and ownership, which Benzies &
Mychasiuk (2008) identify as traits contributing to resiliency. Benzies & Mychasiuk
(2008) specifically address community protective factors that contribute to resiliency,
these same protective factors are identified in the Border school system. Because of the
school environment and school spirit, the students in this study felt more connected to the
school, took ownership during the school functions, and were proud of their school
community.
In their senior memory books, 21 of the participants in the study mentioned or
alluded to the school’s mascot, school social events, or school competitions with other
schools. If sports and band references made in the memory books were added to this
total, then 38 out of the 46 participants would have mentioned school pride. This is
significant because it indicates a vast majority of the students at Border High had a strong
sense of school spirit and a non-curricular connection to the school.
In categorizing the data into this section, if the student was in a particular athletic
or fine arts event, their data was included under extra-curricular activities. Students not
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participating in the extra-curricular events were thus identified as having school spirit.
For example, three individuals discussed the fun and excitement of going to the football
games and, as Isidro stated, “all of the fun” that was part of the school event. If a student
was on the football team, then the data was classified in the category of extra-curricular
activities.
The school mascot, a bear, was found prominently displayed on 12 of the senior
memory books with two on the front cover. A number of the student authors of these
books were athletes, but two were not. Common social events that a number of
individuals felt like contributed to the school spirit included school dances, Homecoming
festivities, the bon fire, school parades, football games, pep rallies, soccer matches, band
performances and theatre productions. All of these events were well attended by
students, staff and community members.
The small town helped contribute to the school pride as evidenced by the parades
held twice during the school year, as well as local businesses and restaurants decorating
their facades with school colors and the school mascot. Local billboards and small signs
in town habitually encouraged the team - “The Mighty Bears” - whenever major events
were scheduled.
The students themselves felt this school pride. Griselda, student who did not
participate in any organized school activity, wrote that she is “proud to be a Mighty
Bear.” Another special education student, who was never able to participate in sports or
band, wrote in his senior memory book that “I bleed blue.” This reference was to the
school colors and his connectedness to the school even though he was not a participant on
any school team or group. Even female students, like Mayra, who recently arrived from
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Mexico became attached to “nuestro equipo” [our team] in reference to the school’s
soccer team and included pictures of themselves in their senior memory books posing
while wearing the soccer jerseys of some of the male athletes. This type of school spirit
helped the students relate to the school, feel comfortable at school and ultimately played
a role in their eventual graduation from high school.
Participation in extra-curricular activities. Numerous studies have revealed
that extra-curricular activities contribute to helping students stay in school and in
developing their resiliency (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009; Gordon-Rouse, 2001;
Hassinger & Plourde, 2005; Hondo, et al., 2008; Peck, et al., 2008). Shetgiri et al. (2009)
found this to be especially true for Latino students. Almost half of the participants in this
study, 22, mentioned being in one or more extra-curricular activities. Activities such as
band, baseball, basketball, cheerleading, color guard, cross country, football,
photography, power lifting, soccer, softball and swimming were all mentioned by at least
one participant.
Participation in extra-curricular activities benefits students in multiple different
ways. The three different reasons discussed below include keeping students out of
trouble, the learning of life lessons, and a motivating factor to stay in school and get good
grades. All of these were mentioned in the students’ senior memory books. First, for
some students, being involved in activities outside of school kept them from getting into
trouble when not in school. Josue and Julian both agree that they were never even
tempted to use drugs, like so many of their friends, because they knew that they would be
kicked out of athletics if they got caught. This local athletic policy helped at least two
individuals say no to illegal activity. Julian wrote, that “I kept myself very busy by
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playing sports. I didn’t have time to get in trouble.” Juanita agreed, by writing, ‘if I
would have stayed in sports, I would have avoided a lot of trouble.” And, Monica, a
football manager, discovered that “I only behaved during football season, after that I
would always get into trouble.” Each of these students understood that extra-curricular
participation helped keep them from doing things that might have negatively affected
their lives and their education.
Secondly, for other students, extra-curricular activities taught them life lessons.
Marcelo was one student who benefited the most from athletics. He wrote in his memory
book, “Playing football helped me learn how to push past mental barriers. The coaches
helped me learn to never give up and this became a big part of my life.” Josue felt like
sports taught him “to always try your hardest at everything you do, no matter how many
obstacles life throws at you.” Julian also learned “time management skills” and “selfdiscipline” by playing and competing in multiple sports.
Finally, for some participants in extra-curricular activities was the motivating
factor that helped them get good grades and kept them coming to school. In Texa s, the
education code requires that in order to participate in extra-curricular activities a student
must be passing all classes. There are exceptions made for advanced coursework, but for
the most part the “no pass, no play” law is firmly intact. Students are well aware of this
law. As a result, students like Griselda benefited academically from the no pass, no play
rule. She wrote, “when I got into color guard, it made me start focusing on my grades.”
For Jesse his motivation was simple, “I knew if I did not pass, I wouldn’t play, so I had to
pass.” And for Matias, soccer was his “everything.” He later wrote, “soccer is not a
game, its life. Soccer motivates me, it’s what keeps me pushing, it helps me wake up in
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the morning.” He later added in his memory book that, “soccer to me is like therapy, it
relaxes me when I am in a bad mood or when I have problems.” Matias also addresses
the camaraderie that is built between teammates in athletic events; in speaking about his
fellow soccer players he wrote, “all of us are like a big family, we are there for each
other.”
No matter the reason, participation in extra-curricular activities added meaning
and value to the lives of these students. For some, it helped them stay out of trouble, for
others, it taught them life lessons and for a few more, it helped them pass their classes
and stay in school. Participation in extra-curricular activities helped each of these
students overcome some of the potential problems that could have held them back from
graduating from high school.
High school setting. Suh & Suh (2007), Suh et al. (2007), Balfanz & Legters
(2004) all point out that the school a minority student attends is a “significant” predictor
of whether or not the student will graduate from high school. Swanson (2003) found that
majority minority high schools, such as Border High School, nationwide have a
combined graduation rate of 56.4% for the minorities that attend one of these schools.
Even though Border High School is a majority-minority school, it does have some of the
traits that help contribute to the resiliency of its students.
This section on Border High School is broken divided into two subsections. The
first part presents a few of the different traits that students saw in Border High School
that helped them to be successful. These traits include a strong after-school program that
provided enrichment activities, as well as academic assistance for students and the fact
that Border High School is a small school that is able to provide more individual attention
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to its students with fewer distractions. A small school being defined as a school with less
than 900 students enrolled. The second part of this section presents information the
students provided on discipline in school and how discipline contributed to their learning,
progressing and graduating from high school.
No single high school trait dominated the data findings in this research study, but
a number of different factors were emphasized by the students. First, Border High
School received a federal Twenty-First Century grant that provided after school
opportunities for all students, but specifically at-risk students. This grant provided
academic, as well as enrichment opportunities for students to participate in, for an hour
and a half after school each day. The National Dropout Prevention Center (NDPC)
identifies after school options as a core strategy in helping prevent at-risk students from
dropping out of high school.
The Twenty-First Century Grant provided opportunities for students, among other
things, to learn how to fish, how to play the guitar, how to take photographs, and how to
draw, color, and paint. Cesar wrote that he enjoyed the after school programs because
“they taught me how to do things that I would have never learned anywhere else.” The
after school programs gave students something entertaining to do after school, but they
also provided additional academic assistance in the form of tutoring and educational field
trips. Three students, Gabriela, Cecilia and Pepe all mentioned in their senior memory
books the benefits of the before and after school tutoring programs paid for by the
Twenty-First Century Grant. Many other students participated in these programs, but
these few chose to write about them in their senior memory books or to discuss them in
their interviews.
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In addition to having the grant money available for after school programs,
students also mentioned the fact that Border High School is a small school, “where,” as
Elisa wrote, “everyone knows everyone.” The benefits of a small school, as seen by
these students are many. Two of the comments made during the student interviews by
David and Blanca included the following:


A small school is more flexible, you can speak with a counselor on a one on one
basis, you’re not just a number. I would not have been able to graduate at my
other school because they would not have given me the classes that I needed
(David);



This school has more dual enrollment options, over there [at her previous high
school] you were in a certain program and you had to stay in that program. You
couldn’t take other classes if you wanted to, they have more options, but they also
have more restrictions on what you can take. I like it here much better (Blanca).

Carlos also mentions in his memory book, “I guess because this school is smaller its more
laid back, not as many problems as there were at my other high school.” Essentially,
smaller schools allow for students to receive more individual attention, with fewer
distractions, which can help students overcome some of the obstacles that life has placed
before them.
The topic of discipline in school was another highly discussed topic in the
students’ senior memory books and in their personal interviews. A number of studies
find a high correlation between discipline problems at a high school and a high dropout
rate (Archambault, et al., 2009; Robert Balfanz, et al., 2007; Boon, 2008; Christle, et al.,
2007; Matthews, 2006). Similarly, Hassinger & Plourde (2005), Benzies & Mychasiuk
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2008, Benard (2005) and Kitano & Lewis (2005) found that safe schools, both physically
and emotionally safe schools, help contribute to the resiliency of students overcoming
difficulties in their lives.
The students at Border High School believed the discipline, by teachers and
administrators, contributed to an educationally conducive learning environment. First,
the students mentioned that they were pleased when the school rules were strictly and
fairly enforced. This is evident by the following student statements found in the student
memory books:


“My favorite teachers were the ones that were the most strict and they would not
let the kids get away with everything” (Estrella);



“Mr. Jones was the teacher I loved the most, but he was also the strictest” (Alma);



“One thing I liked about the teachers is that they punished you when you deserved
it” (Shelly);



“This school is not too strict, but they do enforce the rules” (Blanca);



“The teachers that were really strict on grades, those were the ones who helped
me the most” (David).

These students appreciated the fairness and accuracy when enforcing the school rules.
Aylin also expressed her appreciation for teachers who followed through with
what they said. Aylin, in her interview, spoke about one of her favorite teachers, Mrs.
Jackson, as being the type of teacher that if she said she was going to do something, “you
just knew right away she was going to do it.” Later in the same interview Aylin and
Pamela both agreed that they “learned so much in her class [Mrs. Jackson’s] even though
she made it so hard.”
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Maximo wrote about the numerous times that he was placed in the In-SchoolSuspension classroom. “I was sent to ISS all the time; I was being dumb and stupid for
what I did. I needed to be punished, I don’t know what would have happened to me if I
hadn’t [been punished]. Maximo realized that the “punishment” was deserved and for his
own good. Ultimately he wrote that he “matured” and “stopped doing those du mb things,
like skipping classes.” Maximo was able to overcome his behavioral problems because
he realized he was being treated fairly and that the punishment was for his own good.
In concluding this section, Blanca tells about two situations she had with
attendance. One quote referring to her eighth period math teacher and another quote
referring to a local judge after being sent to court for excessive absences.


I remember that he would mark me every day [either tardy or absent] and
everyday he would have a referral on the side of the desk and he would write
down every day that I missed. I learned never to be late or to miss his class
because I knew he was going to get me.



Judge Delgadillo fined me $200 for not going to school. I learned the hard way,
never to skip classes again. The cool part was that after I graduated, she told me
to bring her a copy of my diploma and when I did, she gave me my $200 back. I
thought that was pretty cool.
All of the school traits that the students in this study mentioned played a

significant role in contributing to the resiliency and the ability of these students to
overcome the obstacles placed before them. Attending Head Start or Pre-kindergarten at
an early age provided these at-risk students with a strong educational foundation or
helped them catch up to some of their more privileged peers. Teachers who cared and
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showed that they cared by their actions and by their mentoring helped these students
through the difficult times of their educational careers. Being able to participate in extracurricular activities kept these students out of trouble, motivated them to do well in
school and taught them life lessons. The establishment school spirit helped these at-risk
students feel comfortable and a part of the educational system. And finally, the small,
student responsive high school that consistently and fairly held students responsible for
their actions helped these at-risk students to stay on the right path to graduation.
External Traits
The third and final category of traits that contributed to the resiliency of 46 high
school graduates from Border High School is classified as External Traits. As with the
previous category, the External traits category is broken down into five different sections.
The first trait to be discussed in this section, the family, was the most commented upon
and according to the students, the most influential trait that helped these at-risk students
to succeed. The next section concentrates on the second most discussed influence on the
participants’ educational success, their friends. The third section is the third most
mentioned influence on the group of 46 students, their boyfriends/girlfriends. The fourth
section discusses the role that God and religion played in the lives of these resilient
students. And, the fifth and final section of the External category is parental discipline.
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Table 19: External Traits Contributing to Resiliency
1. Family
a. Encouragement
b. Support
c. Loving / Caring relationship
2. Friends
a. Supportive and encouraging
b. Helped to do the right thing
c. Academic support
3. Boyfriends / Girlfriends
a. Influence of girlfriends on boys
b. Influence of boyfriends on girls
4. God and Religion
5. Parental Discipline
a. Firm disciplinarians
b. Home expectations
c. Expected school work ethic

Family. In coding the data from the senior memory books and the interviews
held with the nine selected students, easily, the most common code was family. Each
student made at least one, and in most cases, numerous references to their family and
how their families helped them to graduate from high school. In fact, there were 318
statements made in reference to the impact that each student’s family had on their
eventual graduation from high school. Detailing and categorizing all 318 is beyond the
scope of this paper. What is presented below is a compilation of three categories of data
classified under family and how each impacted the lives of the participants in this study.
The three subcategories of family are encouragement, support, and a loving, caring
relationship.
Encouragement. Schargel & Smink (2001) found that the most accurate
predictor of a students’ achievement in school is not income or social status, but the
extent to which the student’s family is able to create a home environment that encourages
learning and sets reasonable expectations for their child’s achievement and future careers.

252

HIGH SCHOOL RESILIENCY FACTORS IN HISPANIC YOUTH

The National Dropout Prevention Center also found that strong family engagement in a
child’s education “is the most accurate predictor of a student’s success in school”
(National Dropout Prevention Center, 2010, Effective Strategies for Dropout Prevention
section, para. 8).
Blanca experienced this encouragement and active engagement in her life from
her father, even though she did not live with him at the time. She said in her interview:
My dad would always tell me, ‘you are smart, you have the brains you are going
to do,’ if I had all A’s and one C he would be like you make all A’s and B’s you
can do it, I know you can do it. He would always give me a goal to reach and then
he would go online and check my grades and my attendance. If I was not doing
right, he would call me and tell me to do better.
Blanca attributes her resiliency to her father’s encouragement and concludes that her
boyfriend would have done better in school if his family would have encouraged him in
the same way.
Aylin is another very good example of how an encouraging mother positively
impacted the life of her at-risk daughter. In her interview, Aylin stated:
My mom would always push me, you have to get all A’s and stuff like that so I
would always try and get all A’s and I remember when I would get a B or
something like that I would be real upset. I know my mom is going to get mad at
me, so I always had that in my head; I have to get an A. Because I knew she was
going to ask why I didn’t get an A. If I were to get a C, my mom would kill me. I
was so afraid of her.
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Later Aylin explained, “My mom understood the value of an education and she wanted to
make sure that the sacrifices she made to help me go to school over here [the United
States] was worth it.” Later in the interview Aylin joked about wishing she had a mother
who was “not as strict,” but she concludes that thought by saying, “I know I would not
have turned out to be very much if she would have been easy on me.” Aylin appreciated
her mother’s encouragement and realized it was for the best.
In a mixture of both encouragement and support, Mayra credits her mother with
being there for her through the rough times and helping her stay focused on getting her
education. In her interview, Mayra stated:
Y yo le decía a mi mama, ya no quiero ir, ya estoy fastidiada, ya estoy harta, me
hartan los huercos de la escuela. ¡Así como que, ay que fastidio! Ya no quiero ir a
la escuela. Y mi mama siempre me dijo, ‘hay, no le hagas caso a las personas que
ellos no te van a dar el titulo que tú te mereces, [por lo que] te has esforzado.
Ellos hablan y hablan tal vez porque te tengan coraje de que tú haces buenos
grados’...y así, siempre fue mi meta de seguir adelante. Pero de dejar de ir si
sentía bastantes ganas, porque me sentía ya bien vieja a lado de todos ellos. [I
would tell my mom that I did not want to go, I am very frustrated, I am tired, I am
fed up the guys at school. I was so frustrated! I did not want to go to school. And
my mom always told me, ‘do not let them bother you, just ignore them, they are
not going to give you the diploma that you deserve for all of your effort. They
probably talk and talk because they are jealous that you make good grades’ and
like that. My goal was to always keep going. But I really wanted to stop [going
to school] because I felt very old compared to everyone else].
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The encouraging words provided by her mother and the continued support helped
Mayra overcome the negativism of some of the other students at school as well as her
own doubts about being older than most high school students and still completing her
education.
Other student comments supporting the vast influence that encouraging parents
have on their child’s educational success, made in the student’s senior memory books,
included the following:


My dad always pushed me the most; he always said I was smart enough to be a
doctor (Valeria);



My family always told me that I was going to do something great with my life,
they were a real encouragement (Marcelo);



My family was always pushing me and pushing me, and now that they know how
the school works, they are really pushing my little sister to do well and get
scholarships (Pamela);



My uncle believes in me and makes me feel good about myself, he makes me feel
proud (Julian);



My family always encouraged me to do well in school (Jesse);



The reason I graduated was because I have a mother who was always pushing me
to go to school and telling me she doesn’t want me to suffer financially when I
grow up (Belinda).

Each of these individuals are extremely grateful to their parents and other family
members for the encouraging words that provided them the necessary motivation to keep
doing well in school, even through the most difficult times.
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Support. Closely related to the encouragement provided by family members is
the idea of strong familiar support. Support goes beyond just an encouraging word, but
implies some sort of action provided by the family member that helped make the
participating student’s ability to overcome the obstacles in their lives a little bit easier.
Guillermo’s father is one of the best examples of a parent providing support and
assistance in helping his son graduate from high school. Guillermo told the researcher:
When I found out I was going to have my baby I was going to dropout, I needed
money to make a better life for my baby, but my dad was like I will help out. I
will do what I have to do. So like when I needed money, he sacrificed what he
had to give to me and my baby. He was always there for me, always there to help
me out and everything, even for my brothers and little sister. He has been there
for us, especially since my mom is not here right now. Even when I got in trouble
with the police, he helped me out.
Guillermo’ father had a difficult time raising four children by himself, while working
simultaneously at a local fast food restaurant and a convenience store, but he supported
Guillermo in every way he possibly could to ensure that Guillermo received an education.
Guillermo concludes by saying, “my dad inspired me to do well in school and finish.”
The example and support that Matias’s father provided him also proved to be
beneficial in helping Matias graduate from high school. Matias was not one of the
students interviewed, so he was not as specific as Guillermo, but he did write, “my dad
did not graduate but I am proud of him and for the sacrifices he has made for me to
graduate. My dad is my role model, and he would not take no for an answer, he would do
whatever he had to do for us kids. There is no one who will care for us as much as our
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parents.” Matias’s family suffered from severe financial problems when Matias was in
the tenth grade, but he realized that the sacrifices his father made for the family, helped
provide him the support he needed to finish school.
Other student comments indicating the vast influence that supportive parents have
on their child’s educational success found in the student’ memory books include the
following statements:


My family has always been there to support me no matter what (Yvette);



I graduated because of the support I received from my family. I will be
showing my parents that all the hard work they did for me did not go to
waste (Josue);



A supportive family helps you graduate (Valeria);



My mother always told me, ‘keep your head up high no matter what
obstacles you face and I will always be there to support you’ (Timothy).

In Mayra’s interview, she also spoke about the support she received from her mother:
“Gracias a mi mama, también lo hice [gradué] porque mi mama me daba mucho apoyo y
hay muchas jovencitas que no tienes ese apoyo.” [Thanks to my mother, I also did it
[graduated] because my mother gave me a lot of support and there are a lot of young girls
who do not have this support]. Each one of these students may not have graduated if it
was not for the support provided to them by their parents.
Loving and caring parental relationships. According to Suh & Suh (2007) the
lack of a caring adult in the life of a child is one of the primary reasons why students drop
out of high school. On the other hand, Bernard (2005) explains that a positive caring
relationship with an adult helps contribute to the resiliency of an at-risk child. A loving,
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caring relationship between parent and child increases the likelihood that a student will
graduate from high school (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008; Chavkin & Gonzalez, 2000;
Leve, et al., 2009). Relationships in which students know that their families love and
support them unconditionally result in students achieving higher academically than
students who do not have the love and support of their family (Hassinger & Plourde,
2005).
One of the best examples of how a loving caring relationship between a mother
and a daughter contributes to the resiliency of a child can be found in the example of
Yvette and what she wrote in her senior memory book about her mother. Yvette never
knew her father, but she states “I did not need him because I had the greatest mother a
child could ever have. In fact, if I ever saw my father I would thank him for not staying
and offering me a miserable life by living with us in home with no love.” Yvette
continues by saying,
All I ever needed was my mother’s love. She has always wanted the best for me.
I knew my mother had worked hard to bring me here and now it is my turn to
learn and be the best student in a short period of time. But I know with my
mom’s love and example, whatever goal I have in my life, no matter how
impossible, I have the confidence that I can succeed thanks to her.
Yvette has accomplished one goal, graduating from high school, and by enrolling in
college last fall she is well on her way to accomplishing many more great things through
the loving, caring relationship between her and her mother.
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Other student comments showing the profound influence that a loving and caring
relationship between parent and child has on a child’s educational success include
statements found in the students’ senior memory book:


I was a really tiny girl full of love and I learned how to love each moment of life
because I have always been surrounded by people who love and help me in
everything I do (Alma);



I am afraid of disappoint my mother if I don’t graduate, I love her so much
(Mayra);



I don’t know much about my father, but its okay since my mother proves to be a
better person than he will ever be. Her love for me could never be measured
(Chris);



My girlfriend is super rich and I am poor, but she tells me all the time that she
would rather have the love in my family than all the money in her family. That
love is better than money (Timothy);



I love my parents so much I was afraid to let them down, so I worked harder and
harder for them (Aylin);



The one person I can’t let down is my mom. I have let her down too many times
to just give up on her and I want to graduate to show her that I do love her and I
do appreciate the fact that God has blessed me with her in my life (Matt).

In closing this section Aylin, in her interview, sums up the influence that she
believes parents have on their children. “You see from the very beginning, your parents
kind of set your mind. They instill your beliefs, your hopes and your goals. If they have
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big plans for you and they help you, you are going to do good, but if they don’t care or if
they care more about themselves, then forget it.” With encouraging, supportive, loving
and caring parents supporting their resiliency, many of the individuals in this study were
able to succeed where others would have failed.
Friends. In addition to family members, the friends and acquaintances of each of
the students involved in this study also had a huge impact on their resiliency. LeCroy &
Krysik (2008), presented research indicating that the friends a student spends time with
can positively or negatively alter the educational pathway of the student. The focus of
this section will be on the role that positive friendships have in helping to develop
resiliency in at-risk students. Gándara & Contreras (2009) identified multiple studies that
show that peer associations are one of the most important influences on a young person’s
behavior.
Friends, in many cases, were depicted, in the senior memory books, as being as
close as or closer than the students’ immediate family. Thirteen students referred to their
friends as their brothers, their little sisters, or part of my family. In most of these cases,
friends were like family because they encouraged and supported each other through the
difficult times of high school:


My friends, they believed in me, they knew I could graduate even though I kept
failing my TAKS test they still believed in me (Elsa);



My friends helped me through the tough times and they cheered me up when I
was down (Isidro);



Friends help you through life’s obstacles; they cheer you on when you need it the
most (Jorge).
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A number of males, seven, used the phrase, “they got your back” in referring to their
friends. All of these students knew that they could count on their friends, like family, no
matter what situation arose in their lives.
In addition to being supportive and encouraging, friends helped participating
students to do the right thing. The following four statements were found in the memory
books:


Because we were all in athletics we decided to never do drugs. This was big
because I knew my friends would never pressure me into doing things that I did
not want to do (Josue);



My friends are important to me because I can trust them to help me do the right
thing (Jesenia);



I ended up having to talk one of my friends out of dropping out. I told him are
you stupid, you already passed your TAKS test you can’t drop out now. That is
what friends are for (Jesse);



My friends motivate me to never give up on anything, even when I got fed up
with life, they always taught me to keep my head up (Matt).
Friends are also there for each other academically. Mayra recalls when she first

came to Border High School from Mexico that her teacher did not speak Spanish, she had
to rely on her friends who also did not speak any English. She explained about her
friends and their relationships to the researcher;
Todos nos ayudamos, todos estábamos con el diccionario ayudándonos… ‘¿que
dice este Señor [el maestro], no le entiendo? Este viejito,’ y así. Todos estábamos que ‘no
que este viejito, este abuelo.’ Pero en realidad si nos ayudo bastante y eso, se lo
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agradecemos bastante. [We all helped each other, we were all with a dictionary helping
ourselves . . . ‘what is this man [the teacher] saying, I do not understand him? This old
man, like this. All of us were like, this old man, this grandfather.’ But in reality he helped
us a lot, and we really appreciated it].
In their senior memory books, Kelly and Mickey wrote about the academic
assistance they received from their friends. Kelly showed how she received academic
help from her friends when she wrote, “I used to hang out with older kids and when I
failed my ninth grade TAKS they really helped me so this past year I was able to pass all
of my TAKS on the first time.” Mickey also showed this academic support by writing,
“my friends helped me out in school as much as possible, and they helped me with my
grades and with studying. I was getting all C’s and they were getting A’s and B’s, so then
I started trying harder to improve my grades.”
Another aspect of academic assistance provided by a student’s choice of friends is
illustrated by the affect that Aylin’s friends had on her educational career.
The friends you make in classes make all of the difference. All of the people we
hang out with they always have going to college on their mind, so I mean they are
always like I want to go to UT and I want to go to A & M and stuff like that. So
you would hear all of them talking about college and stuff like that, so you’re like
I want to do that as well. If they can go to college than so can I.
Because of Aylin’s peer relationships, she enrolled in a local university, with one of her
friends and is determined to continue to choose friends, as she stated, “that will help me
be a better person.”
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The positive aspects of peer relationships can play a significant role in helping
students deal with life’s problems. By choosing friends who continually support and
encourage each other, who help each other do the right thing, and who help each other
succeed academically, the relationships that are developed in high school can be mutually
beneficial to all concerned even after high school graduation.
Boyfriends/Girlfriends. The boyfriend/girlfriend relationships in high school
also have very distinct advantages and disadvantages, just like the individual’s choice of
friends. Once again the focus in this section will be on the positive attributes of a
boyfriend/girlfriend relationship and how this relationship can contribute to the resiliency
of at-risk teenagers.
Most of the 51 data records coded as either boyfriend or girlfriend were classified
as hindrances to graduation rather than positive factors contributing to the students’
ability to graduate from high school. But, for five boys the positive influence that their
girlfriends had on their educational success was unmistakable. Only three girls
mentioned their boyfriends as having a positive influence on their education and none of
the three made more than two statements as to how their boyfriend helped them in school.
Influence of girlfriends on boys. The five boys whose lives were changed for the
better because of their girlfriends are Alfonso, Pepe, David, Julian and Timothy.
Alfonso, Julian and Timothy wrote about their girlfriends in their senior memory books,
while Pepe and David talked about their girlfriends during their interviews. Each one of
these young men made the statement, “I graduated because of my girlfriend.” The
influence these girls had on their lives contributed to their ability to stay in school:
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My mom and my girlfriend pushed me to graduate. My girlfriend saved me from
ruining my junior and senior years. She made me come to school when I did not
want to and she actually got me doing my work when I came to school. She was
the highlight of my senior year. I would not have graduated without her
(Alfonso);



My girlfriend is my support. She encourages me to go to school and to do my
work. She has taught me to never give up and because of her I am going to
graduate (Julian);



I met this girl this year and she made me want to come to school every day. I
committed to her that I would get my education and that I would come to school
every day just to see her and to be with her (Timothy).

During their interviews Pepe and David made the following statements about the role
their girlfriends played in helping them stay in school.


My girlfriend helped me out a lot. She helped me behave in school, she helped
me stay in school and she even helped me with my problems with my mom.
Sometimes I would not listen to her and she would get mad at me and she would
tell my ‘you need to do this and you need to do that.’ But she told me all of that
stuff because she cared about me and she wanted me to graduate, and that is why I
graduated (Pepe);



In eleventh grade she moved in with me [Blanca, his girlfriend]. First she helped
me get off drugs and then she started pushing me in school. She changed me for
the best. I graduated because of the responsibility that came into my life, my
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girlfriend is the one who made me pay attention in school and she is the one who
made me graduate (David).
Influence of boyfriends on girls. The role of boyfriends in the lives of girlfriends
was overwhelmingly negative. Only three girls felt their relationship with their
boyfriends contributed to their educational success. Their brief comments made in their
senior memory books and in one interview are presented below.
Sandra stated that her boyfriend, who was born and raised in the United States,
helped her learn English and helped her “through the difficult times.” Valeria recounts in
her interview that her boyfriend since her sophomore year helped her to graduate by
pushing her and by competing with her to see who could “get higher grades and to see
who is smarter.” Finally, Belinda wrote that her older boyfriend encouraged her to “go to
school and to stop skipping classes.”
The relationship that each one of these young people had with a member of the
opposite sex positively influenced their lives. The positive influence was substantially
more evident in the lives of the young men than it was in the lives of some of the female
participants. Nonetheless, the boyfriend/girlfriend relationships did contribute to the
resiliency of these young people.
God/Religion. Bernard (2004) found that some resilient individuals draw an
internal strength from religion or from a general faith in God or some sort of spirituality
that helps the person find “answers to questions about their sense of purpose and selfworth” (p.32). Twelve individuals in this study found an internal strength from God and
gave God some of the credit for helping them graduate from high school. Five
individuals made several written statements in their memory books about how their faith
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positively affected their lives and their ability to overcome the obstacles placed before
them. Each of the five, with their comments is listed below:


I remember when I was taking my TAKS tests, I would pray all the time. I know
that God loves me and that he will never lose faith in us, so I know I can never
lose faith in Him. I know God helped me to pass my TAKS and I know God
helped me graduate and for that I am eternally grateful (Elsa);



I dedicate this book to God. I cannot thank God enough for the many blessings he
has done for me. When things got hard, I kept my head up and I just let God and
faith lead me down the right way (Matt);



I am a Christian and I know that I can do all things through Christ who
strengthens me. I have dedicated this book to God, my family, my friends and to
His church who have all helped me to be who I am today. Thank you God!
(Monica);



God has touched my life and guided me towards success. Thank you God for
leading me. My strong belief in God and the role that God plays in my life have
helped me be successful. I graduated because of my Lord, without my confidence
in Him I wouldn’t have been able to accomplish anything I have done this year
(Timothy);



I pray to God every night to help me deal with every situation, to succeed as an
individual and to balance every barrier that is put in my path. I thank God for
giving me the strength to keep going. So far I am glad of the gifts that the Lord
has given me as a human being (Yvette).

266

HIGH SCHOOL RESILIENCY FACTORS IN HISPANIC YOUTH

Another four students made comments about God that revealed their belief that
God plays an active role in their lives and that God aided them through high school. The
comments found in the students’ memory books that made reference to God and to the
benefits of religion in these students’ lives include the following:


The Lord makes everything happen for a reason, He know what He is doing in our
lives (Belinda);



I don’t drink or smoke or do drugs because I don’t want to ruin His temple,
[referring to his body as the temple of God] (Chris);



I pray to God and He gives me strength (Tina);



I thank God for all of the help that He has given me and my mother (Estrella).

And finally, Lauro give credit to his youth pastor for being a positive influence in his life
and helping him make the right decisions.
The role that God and religion played in the lives of the students mentioned above
was both positive and beneficial. The strength, the help, the guidance, and the gifts from
God, real or perceived, all contributed to strengthening each of these students’ resolve
and their resiliency to overcome things in their lives that could have hindered their
educational success.
Parental discipline. The category of parental discipline could be categorized
under the role that parents play in a child’s education, but because it was such a strong reoccurring theme throughout the analysis of the data, it deserves to have a category all of
its own. Students, especially recent immigrants from Mexico, had very strong opinions
on how parents are raising children in today’s society and on the role their parents
decision made in their educational lives.
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The parental discipline category is broken down into three different sections
based on three different findings in the literature. The first section will address findings
in this study that follow Leve et al., (2009), Shetgiri et al., (2009) and Benard (2004) who
all contend that firm, authoritative, structured parenting styles contributed to the
resiliency of students. The second section will address findings in this study that follow
Werner & Smith’s (1992) conclusion that parents who require their children to complete
household chores and held family expectations for their children contribute to their
resiliency. And, the third section will address findings in this study that support Morales’
(2010) findings that parents who expected their children to work hard in school resulted
in resilient children.
Firm disciplinarians. According to Leve et al., (2009) parents who are more
authoritative as opposed to authoritarian or permissive are more likely to have resilient
children. The students in this study would agree. Four students attributed their success
to their parents’ discipline in their memory books. According to Elsa, “my parents were
super over protective; I guess it was a good thing though. I didn’t end up getting in
trouble.” Josue recalls that his parents were “pretty strict, they have always made me do
my homework before I could go out and play.” Juanita, now that she has graduated from
high school, is glad that “my mother always made sure that we were punished when we
deserved it.” Shelly agrees, “parents need to be stricter.”
Blanca, in her interview, would agree that parents need to be stricter. “The truth
is all of my friends got into drugs. Their parents let them do whatever they wanted. And
if I wouldn’t have moved, I think I would have to. My mom gives me so much slack,
because I lived with my mom over there, that I probably would have ended up pregnant; I
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would have ended up doing drugs. I would not have had the support like my dad gives
me over here.”
Pamela provided some insight into her grandmother’s and mother’s parenting
styles when she told the researcher, “you know why I graduated and my cousins did not?
It’s because my aunts were too easy on them. My cousins grew up with too much
cushion to fall back on, everything was too easy for them and now they sit at home all
day and do nothing. None of them graduated.”
Two students who were raised in Mexico the majority of their lives would agree.
Both Pepe and Mayra were interviewed at the same time and both made strong comments
about the parenting styles they have witnessed in the United States. Pepe stated:
Parents need to have more control over their kids, like they do in Mexico.
Because here, the parents, most of the time they work and they let the kids be
outside with their friends and they are outside until night. And over there, your
parents tell you to be home at this time and they listen. Parents have more control
[over there] than here.
Mayra agreed with Pepe’s statements and added,
Es que los papas de aquí son como ‘ya esta grande, que se salga de la casa y haga
lo que quiera, yo no quiero tener problemas.’ [It is that parents here are like, ‘you
are old enough, you can leave the house, do what you want, I do not want to have
problems.’]
She also stated that,
Es que en realidad los padres mexicanos son más controladores. Como aquí dejan
que sus hijos fumen mariguana, que porque eso no es tan loco como otras cosas.
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Y les dan mucha libertad. [The Mexican parents have more control over their
kids. Like here some parents let their kids smoke marijuana, because that is not
as bad as other things. They give them much freedom].
But that is not the case with her mother: “Mi mama, no! Es muy controladora.
Jesús [mi hermano] se enoja y todo, pero es un bien para él. [Not my mother! She was
very strict. Jesus [my brother] gets mad, but it is what is best for him]. Both Pepe and
Mayra understand the importance of having a parental controls and parents who have
rules that must be followed.
Home expectations. According to Werner & Smith (1992) parents who expected
their children to complete household chores, even through adolescents, contributed to the
resiliency of their children. Juanita and Shelly wrote about their mothers’ home
expectations in their memory books. Juanita recalls that her mother has always been hard
on her at home and at school, “but it is because she wanted me to do well in everything I
did.” Shelly recalls her mother making her “work around the house, eat dinner, do
homework and go straight to bed, nothing else.” Pepe mentioned his mother in his
interview. He believes that his mother made him work “in the house, because she did not
want me to end up on the streets doing drugs and stuff.” As a result, Pepe stayed home
and stayed out of trouble. The parents expectations that their children would complete
household chores seemed to be one reason why at least three students were able to remain
resilient.
Expected school work ethic. According to Morales (2010) 90% of college
enrolled resilient students attributed some measure of their success to the fact that their
parents expected them to work hard in school. Aylin knew what her mother expected out
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of her in school. She told the researcher, “I was like oh my God, if I were to get a C my
mom would kill me” because she expected so much more out of her daughter. Four other
students’ made statements in their memory books that echoed the same theme:


My mom forced me to go to school, she forced me to study and as a result I
successfully graduated from high school (Sally);



When I first went to school my aunt told me to behave like the best kid in the
world, so I did (Yvette);



I was expected to work in school, I was not allowed to fail or even think about
dropping out because I knew I would be punished (Marcelo);



My mom always made me work hard and she put pressure on me to do well in
school (Jesse).

Because of the expectations that these parents had for their kids to do well in school and
to work hard, these individuals did do well, and did succeed in school.
According to the students in this study, how a parent chooses to discipline their
child does make a difference in whether or not their child will graduate. Students agreed
with researchers in believing that parents who are actively involved in disciplining their
child help contribute to the child’s resiliency. Parents who are firm, structured,
authoritative and not authoritarian or permissive, as well as parents who have home and
educational expectations for their children, positively contribute to the resiliency of their
child.
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Conclusion
The purpose of this qualitative research project was to determine the different
factors that contribute to resiliency in at-risk Hispanic high school students. The data for
this study was collected through the analysis of the students’ senior memory books and
through the four focus group interviews of nine at-risk seniors at Border high school. All
of the participating students were at-risk, Hispanics who graduated from high school
during the 2009-2010 academic school year. These students provided in-depth
information about their personal histories, their school experiences, their hopes, dreams
and motivations, and how they eventually overcame tremendous adversity to obtain a
high school diploma.
The researcher read each senior memory book and conducted each taped
interview of the participants either after the students had already graduated from high
school or during the last couple of weeks of the 2009-2010 school year. Each student and
teacher mentioned in the research and the high school itself were all assigned
pseudonyms in order to protect the identity of all parties involved.
Through the analysis of the data obtained by reading the senior memory books
and through the transcription of the focus group interviews, various themes and
categories emerged. Five different themes emerged from what the students perceived to
be obstacles to graduation. Each of the five themes; substance abuse, teen sexual
relations, role of first language, school personnel, and the requirement of a state exit level
exam in order to graduate from high school were outlined above. More importantly, how
these students were able to overcome each of the five stated obstacles was also presented.
In regards to specific themes that helped contribute to the resiliency of the participating
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students, 16 different themes emerged. The 16 themes were classified into three distinct
categories by traits contributing to resiliency: internal traits, school traits, and external
traits. Internal traits included the ability to think beyond the moment, an internal locus of
control, a positive self-identity, a sense of pride, self-motivation and self-determination,
and a strong foundation in reading. School traits include an early educational start
through Head Start or Pre-Kindergarten, caring teachers/mentors, participation in extracurricular activities, school spirit, and the high school setting. External traits include
strong family support, friends, boyfriend/girlfriend relationships, God/Religion, and
parental discipline. The data uncovered in each category was presented above. The
significant, implications and researcher recommendation of these findings is presented in
Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER 5 – Findings, Conclusions, Implications
The purpose of this research study was to determine what factors contributed to
the resiliency of selected at-risk, Hispanic students in a South Texas high school. The
final chapter of this paper brings the study to a close. The first section provides a brief
summary of the Hispanic dropout problem and how the study was conducted. The
second section reviews the findings presented in the previous chapter. Based on the
findings of this study, the next section reports my conclusions on the findings in relation
to the research questions. The conclusions found in this study lead to a number of
educational and personal implications that will be presented in the section following the
findings. Finally, the paper concludes with some suggestions for future research and a
summary of the entire research study.

Summary of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative research study was to understand how and why
Hispanic students possessing traits that research has identified as at-risk factors for
dropping out have maintained their resiliency through the 12 th grade and graduated from
a majority-minority high school in Deep South Texas. Of particular interest was
determining the factors that the students themselves identified as being the most
important and influential in helping them to complete high school and graduate within
four years. There are many studies that have focused on high school dropouts and their
reasons for dropping out. However, this study is significant because it seeks to discern
why students succeed instead of fail.
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The “dropout crisis” in the United States, the “Dropout Nation,” has reached
epidemic proportions (Bridgeland, et al., 2006; Sawchuk, 2009; Thornburgh, 2006).
Education Week recently reported that 68.8% of all high school students complete high
school with four years (2010). Each day 7,200 students drop out of high school
(Swanson, 2010). For Hispanics, these numbers are even more alarming. Only fifty
percent of Hispanic students graduate in four years and 36.97% of all adult Hispanics do
not have a high school diploma (Bridgeland, et al., 2006; US Census Bureau, 2010).
The dropout rate in Texas is even higher than the national average. The statewide
Academic Excellent Indicator System (AEIS) data indicates that only 2.0% of Texas high
school and junior high school age students dropped out of school during the 2008-2009
school year and only 2.2% the year before (Texas Education Agency, 2009-2010). But
the overall attrition rate between ninth graders in 2005 (383,353) and twelfth graders in
2009 (268,130) indicates that only 69.94% of the students remained in school until their
senior year. This means that 115,223 students or almost 1/3 of the classified 9 th graders
in 2005 did not reach grade 12 four years later.
In fact, some schools in Texas have attrition rates hovering around 50% (Stutz &
Hobbs, 2008). Schools in which less than 50% of their 9 th grade class graduate from high
school four years later are described as having a weak promotive power (R. Balfanz &
Legters, 2004). This weak promotive power led the national media to label 200 high
schools across the nation as dropout factories. Two hundred and fifty-six high schools in
Texas were identified as dropout factories (R. Balfanz & Legters, 2004).
One of the primary attributes of a dropout factory was the school majorityminority ethnic breakdown. Majority-minority schools are identified as schools in which
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the majority of the student population belongs to one minority ethnic group. Forty
percent of all Hispanic students attend a majority-minority school in which attrition rates
are below fifty percent (R. Balfanz & Legters, 2004). In Deep South Texas 23 schools
were identified as dropout factories and all of them were majority-minority schools
containing a Hispanic population over 95%.
The official four year completion rate of high schools in the southern most region
of Texas is 77.2% for the class of 2009, more than 3.4 percentage points lower than the
state average (Texas Education Agency, 2009-2010). One of the largest districts in the
region had 4144 ninth graders in 2005 and only 2268 seniors four years later. A loss of
almost 2000 high school students for one city in south Texas is demoralizing. Other
districts report similar attrition and dropout rates resulting in a steadily growing undereducated workforce.
While the dropout rate in South Texas is staggering, there are numerous
individual success stories. Many students succeed despite possessing traits that typically
characterize high school dropouts. These students overcome the barriers that are placed
before them, acquire their high school diploma, and become successful members of
society.
Students who defy the odds by demonstrating the fortitude to overcome the
daunting barriers set before Hispanics in this country exhibit what some psychologists
call resiliency. For the purpose of this study, at-risk students who defy the odds and
graduate from high school are considered to be resilient. This resilience is a “state” that
can be nurtured and supported, but that is heavily influenced by the student’s experiences
inside and outside of school (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009; L. J. Horn, et al., 1998).

276

HIGH SCHOOL RESILIENCY FACTORS IN HISPANIC YOUTH

The specific research questions to be addressed in this study aim to gain a
students’ perspective on their resiliency. The two research questions are:
(1) What factors do these resilient students identify as obstacles as to why
students drop out, and how did they overcome these obstacles in their personal
lives?
(2) What factors contributed to the resiliency and eventual high school graduation
of Hispanic students possessing multiple at-risk factors in a South Texas High
School?
The study was conducted in a South Texas high school with approximately 650
students in grades 9-12. Over 85% of the student population is Hispanic with 80.4%
being economically disadvantaged (Texas Education Agency, 2009-2010). Additionally,
59.8% of the students are classified as at-risk. The students chosen to participate in the
study were all Hispanic, at-risk seniors who graduated during the 2009-2010 school year.
A total of 46 students agreed to participate in the study by submitting their senior
memory book for review and analysis. Of these students nine also agree to be
interviewed in focus groups to follow up on specific issues, or events, found in their
senior memory books that may have provided insight into what helped them to graduate
from high school.
The senior memory books and the transcribed interviews were all analyzed using
the constant comparative method of grounded theory (Glaser, 1969). First, open coding
was used to code data into as many categories as possible. The continually repeated codes
or similar codes developed into categories. The different categories that developed
through the coding, analyzing and comparing of data were presented in Chapter 4. The
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findings that emerged from this continual process are presented in the next section of this
chapter under the Findings heading.

Findings
Findings – Research Question #1
The first research question posed in this study was not a question that was
specifically asked of the students, but through the analysis of the data, five barriers to
graduation quickly emerged. The manner in which the resilient students in this study
were able to overcome these barriers similarly emerged through the data analysis. In the
following section I review those five barriers including substance abuse, teen sexual
relationships, role of first language, school personnel, and the TAKS test and describe
briefly how the students in this study overcame these barriers.
Substance abuse. The first barrier identified by the students in this study was the
widespread substance abuse they observed among their peers. This barrier was similarly
identified in the research as a key reason students drop (Townsend, Flisher, & King,
2007). Students in this study were able to overcome this barrier in four different ways:
by focusing on extracurricular activities, having a faith in God, by realizing the negative
effects of substance abuse, and by having a strong sense of pride in themselves and the
ability to keep themselves from doing something that they knew was wrong.
Teen sexual relations. The second barrier to graduation identified by the
students was the result of teen sexual relations. One of the 13 identified risk factors by
the state of Texas is parenthood. Teen parenthood and teen pregnancy has been shown in
a number of studies to be a substantial risk factor for leaving school early (Hondo, et al.,
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2008; Mollborn, 2010; Tayli, 2008). A number of participants in this study were able to
overcome the potential parenthood barrier by using their child as a motivating factor.
These teenage parents wanted to provide a better life and a good example for their
children. They were able to succeed because they knew, regardless of the situation, they
still had control over their educational attainment.
Role of first language. Another barrier identified by the students in this study
was the fact that some of the students began school unable to speak English. Schargel
and Smink (2001) found that young people from non-English language backgrounds are 1
1/2 times more likely to leave school than those from English language backgrounds.
The difference for the resilient students in this study was that they were given first
language support in school for years before being transitioned into an all English
instructional setting (Cummins, 1984). This support, recommended by language
acquisition researchers, may not be a resiliency trait of schools, but it is a support that
schools can provide to help Hispanic children to overcome this barrier.
School personnel. Students in this study identified school personnel as both a
help and hindrance to graduation. They identified school personnel who cared about the
student’s well being and education and contrasted those to the school personnel who did
not care or only cared for a select group of students. Tayli (2008) included unsupportive
teachers in his list of reasons why students drop out of high school. These teachers were
uninterested teachers, unfair teachers, and/or teachers who created a negative classroom
environment (Tayli, 2008). The students in this study revealed that uncaring teachers
were “easy” to identify. The two primary ways students overcame this barrier were by
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seeking out assistance from teachers and counselors who did care, or by being submissive
and doing exactly what was asked of them without making comments.
TAKS test. The final barrier to graduation identified by the students in the study
was having to pass the state mandated standardized exit exam, or TAKS test.
Researchers such as Horn (2003) believe that high stakes standardized testing does more
harm than good and recommends that they not be used to determine whether or not a
student graduates. Many of the students in this study would agree. On the other hand, all
of these students in this study, passed their TAKS test and graduated because they
persevered through self-determination, self-motivation and assistance from caring
teachers. Because of these resiliency traits the students were able to overcome the TAKS
test barrier and graduate from high school.
The five barriers identified by the students in this section did not prevent the
resilient students in this study from graduating. The students did see how these barriers
negatively affect some of their classmates, but through identified resiliency factors the 46
students in this study overcame the obstacles placed before them. The resiliency factors
found to help the students overcome these barriers are the same type of resiliency factors
that helped all of the students in this study to graduate.
Findings – Research Question #2
The second research question posed in the study is closely related to the first
question with some overlap in the findings. The resiliency factors students used to
overcome their perceived barriers, and the factors contributing to resiliency, the who or
what that kept these students in school, are very similar in nature. The specific findings
from the second research question are presented below.
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The data gathered in response to the second research question was coded,
categorized and then grouped into three larger categories that had emerged from the data;
internal traits, school traits and external traits. First, six internal traits of the individuals
studied played a major role in contributing to the resiliency of the participating students.
Second, five school traits were also identified and found to have contributed to the
resiliency of students. And, third, five additional traits were identified in the family and
community setting that kept these students on the right path through graduation. This
category is identified as external traits.
Table 20: Resiliency Traits
Internal Traits

School Traits External
Traits
Thinking beyond the moment
Head Start /
Family
Kindergarten
Internal locus of control
Caring
Friends
teachers /
mentors
Positive self-identity
Participation Boyfriends /
in extragirlfriends
curricular
activities
A sense of pride
School spirit God /
religion
Self-motivated and self-determined High School Parental
setting
discipline
Strong foundation in reading

Internal traits. The data presented in Chapter 4 provided evidence that a
student’s ability to think beyond the moment, their feeling of an internal locus of control,
their positive self-identity, their strong sense of pride, their internal motivation and
determination as well as a strong foundation in reading all played significant roles in
contributing to the resiliency of these students.
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Thinking beyond the moment. The ability to see the future rewards of their
resiliency was one of the key traits that many of these students possessed. They knew and
understood what their ultimate long term goals were. In conjunction with that, these
students realized that by making sacrifices, they enhanced their ability to achieve future
goals. This type of goal setting and sacrificing was identified by Shetgiri et al. (2009) as
“goal-directedness” and was similarly identified by the students in their study as
contributing to their success. By thinking beyond their present circumstances and present
difficulties, these students could foresee their future aspirations fulfilled and realized that
their present sacrifices were worth the effort.
Internal locus of control. The students in this study exhibited an internal locus of
control. They considered their future to be determined by their own efforts and were not
dictated by outside events or people. Their comments showed they believed that through
hard work and determination they would be able to reach their goals, to graduate and to
succeed in their endeavors beyond high school. These students felt so strongly that
success depends upon individual student effort that they encouraged and advised their
fellow classmates to never give up, to stick through the difficult times, and to not let
anyone or thing hold them back. An internal locus of control was also found in a number
of previous studies to have been a significant protective factor in the lives of at-risk youth
(Benard, 2004; Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008; Hassinger & Plourde, 2005; Kitano &
Lewis, 2005; Werner & Smith, 1992).
Positive self-identity. The resilient students in this study knew themselves, they
knew their strengths, they knew their weaknesses and they knew how to use their talents
and abilities to their own benefit. They capitalized on their social skills and their ability
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to get along with others. They also seem to have an understanding of their weaknesses
and how to overcome their deficiencies. Benard (2004) defined this ability as selfawareness or self-understanding and classified this attribute as a personal strength of
resiliency.
A sense of pride. Having a sense of pride, a trait exhibited by the resilient
students in this study, is closely related to self-confidence, self-efficacy, and self-reliance,
all three of which have been found to help at-risk students succeed (Benard, 2004;
Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008; Hassinger & Plourde, 2005). This sense of pride was
developed over time as these students were able to overcome obstacles and experience
some success in their lives. They were proud of what they had accomplished, and this
pride led them to believe that they could continue to overcome future difficulties in their
lives.
Self-motivated and self-determined. The students in this study who exhibited a
strong internal drive or initiative did so by taking what is perceived as a negative and
using it as a motivating factor. This ability to take a negative situation and turn it into a
positive motivational factor is one way in which these students were able to succeed
academically. Similarly, McMillan & Reed (1994) and Chavkin & Gonzalez (2000) both
found that high intrinsic motivation and determination enable resilient at-risk students to
succeed.
Strong foundation in reading. Many of the students in this study revealed that
their strong foundation in reading began at an early age. Students started reading at an
early age, enjoyed reading from an early age, and were motivated by being able to read
books that they themselves found to be interesting. Resilient students also recalling being
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read to by parents and being encouraged to read in both Spanish and in English.
Individuals with younger siblings, or children of their own understood the value of
learning to read at an early age and were already reading to their young family members
and enrolling them in early reading programs such as Head Start. This particular trait
was not identified in the resiliency research, but has been found to be a significant factor
in academic success and dropout prevention (Kaniuka, 2010; Krashen, 2004; Shiu, et al.,
2010)
School traits. In addition to internal personal traits identified in this study, five
school traits that contributed to the resiliency of these students were also revealed
through the data analysis. The five school traits include early childhood education,
teachers/mentors, school spirit, participation in extra-curricular activities, and the high
school setting.
Early childhood education. A strong educational base was another trademark of
many of the resilient students in this study. A number of students recalled memories of
Head Start and Pre-Kindergarten from as early as ages 3 and 4. Because many of these
students came from Spanish dominant households, the early educational opportunities
that they were afforded helped them develop their English language skills and other
“school” skills that they may not have received at home. Most had fond memories of
their early educational experiences and believed that they contributed greatly to their
current success. Any early childhood education was also not identified in the resiliency
research, but has been identified as a dropout prevention factor (Bradshaw, et al., 2008;
Hickman, et al., 2008; Kaniuka, 2010).
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Teachers/Mentors. Teachers had the single greatest influence on a child’s
education. A number of resiliency research studies validate this claim (Benard, 2004;
Chavkin & Gonzalez, 2000; Hassinger & Plourde, 2005; McMillan & Reed, 1994;
Morales, 2010; Werner & Smith, 1992). Morales (2010) stated that “teacher mentors
often play crucial roles in students’ success or failure” (p. 172). Morales’ finding is
echoed by the students in this study who strongly believe that a teachers’ influence can
either be positive or negative.
The students were not hesitant to praise the teachers who cared about them as
individuals and who helped them to succeed in school. Teachers and the mentoring role
that a number of “good” teachers played in the lives of these students was clearly the
most influential school characteristic. The students were also not hesitant about
identifying teachers who did not care or who did not teach. From the early elementary
grades through high school, students classified good years and bad years by how they
perceived their teachers that particular year.
School spirit. School spirit, as discussed repeatedly by the students in this study,
contributed to their resiliency because it instilled a sense of belonging and a sense of
togetherness. Students were proud to be a part of the school, the school setting, and any
number of the school activities. Because the students felt a strong bond with the school,
they were more likely to attend school and participate in school functions, increasing
their likelihood of success and ultimately graduation. The concept of school spirit is
another trait not specifically identified in the resiliency research. But, this trait is closely
related to school acceptance (Benard, 2004) and school attachment (LeCroy & Krysik,
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2008; Reio Jr, et al., 2009), both of which have been found to help minority students
succeed academically.
Participation in extra-curricular activities. Even though Border High School is a
relatively small high school there are a number of extra-curricular activities available to
all students. In fact, because of the high number of activities and relatively low student
population, students were commonly involved in multiple extra-curricular activities.
After school participation in these types of activities helped keep some of the students
from getting into trouble, provided the opportunity to learn life lessons for other students,
and was a motivating factor to stay in school and get good grades for still others. Access
to extracurricular activities also increases school attachment (P. Gándara & Contreras,
2009) as well as a resiliency protective factor (Gordon-Rouse, 2001; Peck, et al., 2008).
Supportive characteristics of the school. The high school setting itself seemed to
add to the resiliency of some of the students in this study. The financial assistance of the
Twenty First Century grant provided students with the opportunity to receive extra
academic assistance as well as other “fun” activities that they may not otherwise have had
the opportunity to participate in because of their low income status. The small high
school setting also allowed for students to get to know students from different
backgrounds and to be known by teachers and other adults on campus. The disciplinary
procedures followed by the high school also seemed to have contributed to the resiliency
of these students by providing a structured, yet not too restrictive learning environment.
The identified characteristics of the high school setting above have all been
individually found to contribute to resiliency or academic achievement. Schools that can
provide extra academic assistance, a small ratio of students to adults and the
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administration of fair and consistent disciplinary measures have been found to contribute
to the academic success of students (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009).
External traits. The third and final category of traits contributing to the
resiliency of the students participating in this study is identified as family and/or
community traits. The identified external traits include family, friends,
boyfriends/girlfriends, God/religion, and finally parental discipline.
Family. The single most identifiable supportive trait identified by the students
was the role that family members played in the students’ educational careers. This
finding was also echoed in the literature by a number of studies (Benard, 2004; Chavkin
& Gonzalez, 2000; Hassinger & Plourde, 2005; McMillan & Reed, 1994; Morales, 2010;
Reynoso, 2008; Shetgiri, et al., 2009; Werner & Smith, 1992)The most influential ways
in which parents helped their children to graduate were encouragement, support, and a
loving/caring relationship. Family members expressed encouragement by pushing the
students to get good grades, by setting high standards for the students, and by continually
making positive comments and remarks about how well the students were doing in
school. Support was defined as some sort of action that the parents did to help the
students to succeed, such as financial assistance, babysitting, and sacrificing so that their
child could continue with his or her education. The unconditional loving relationship
between parent and child and the exhibition of that love to the child through actions and
words also played a significant role in the educational success of these resilient students.
Friends. The second most identifiable trait identified by the students was the role
that their friends played in their educational careers. Friends, in many cases, were
referred to as family members and were thus also able to provide the encouragement and
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support that they students needed to finish high school. Friends also helped the students
in this study to stay out of trouble and to do the right thing socially and academically.
Other research studies have found that supportive relationships (Hassinger & Plourde,
2005), friendships (Reynoso, 2008), and the creation of small personalized peer groups
(Benard, 2004) all contribute to resiliency.
Boyfriends/Girlfriends. The role that a students’ boyfriend or girlfriend played in
his or her educational success, or failure, varied significantly by gender. For boys, the
girlfriends played a major role in their lives by pushing them academically, making them
come to school, and encouraging them to never give up. On the other hand, the positive
influence that males had on their girlfriends was significantly less. Only three girls
briefly spoke of the positive influence that their boyfriends had on their education
careers, while a number of females discussed the negative influences that their boyfriends
had in their lives.
Few resiliency research studies discussed the boyfriend/girlfriend contribution to
resiliency. One, Reynoso (2008) cited references made by his participants on the
influence of boyfriends/girlfriends, but did not identify this relationship as a resiliency
factor. Most studies, such as Hassinger & Plourde (2005) and Benard (2004) fell short of
identifying boyfriend/girlfriend relationships as resiliency factors, but did cite the need
for “supportive relationships” in school (p. 324, 44).
God/Religion. A number of individuals in the study also credited their belief in
God and the role that He plays in their lives as reasons why they graduated. From God’s
love, to His support, to the avenue of prayer, students expressed their faith and belief that
God was working in their lives and that God helped them to overcome some of the
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obstacles placed before them. Benard (2004) also found that resilient students drew
strength from religion and spirituality.
Parental discipline. The parental discipline category was separated from the
family category because of the large number of comments made about how discipline or
lack of discipline, contributed to the success or failure of students. Most of the successful
students expressed the fact that their parents were authoritative, not authoritarian or
permissive. Parents set ground rules and expectations and any deviations from these
were met with consequences. Students knew and understood these rules and for the most
part complied willingly. Others attributed the high dropout rates in this area to the
permissiveness of parents and the ability of some kids to do whatever they wanted
whenever they wanted, a trait these students found to be detrimental to a child’s
educational success. The role that parental discipline has in resiliency has also been
found by Masten (2001) and by Gonzalez & Padilla (1997) to contribute to the resiliency
of students.
These sixteen traits classified into three categories were the primary findings of
this research study. Each of these traits, in some way, contributed to the resiliency of the
students participating in this study. No one student possessed all traits nor was there one
student who did not exhibit at least one trait. Some students had nearly 10 or 11
characteristics or traits present in their lives, while others had considerably fewer.
Nonetheless these traits, found repeatedly in the data and in the academic literature, all
played a role in the success of these at-risk Hispanic students.
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Conclusions
The analysis of the findings, including a review of the student perceived barriers
to graduation, the 16 identified resiliency traits, a comparison of the 16 traits to the
individuals in the study, and a comparison of the related literature in regards to dropout
prevention and resiliency, have led to three closely-related conclusions. The first
conclusion that can be drawn from the findings of this research study is that there is no
single resiliency trait or series of traits that define or lead to resiliency in Hispanic high
school students. Similarly, the second conclusion drawn from this research study is that
there are many paths and many combinations of traits that can possibly lead to resiliency
in at-risk students. And thirdly, all students have the capability of being resilient and can
become resilient under the proper conditions or with the correct guidance.

No Single Factor or Combination of Factors Leads to Resiliency
The first major conclusion drawn from this research study is that there is no single
path or single trait that unequivocally leads to a student being resilient. This conclusion
is supported by the findings from both the first and second research questions. First, in
reviewing the student-perceived barriers to graduation, the resilient students in this study
responded differently to each of the barriers to graduation. For example, in responding to
substance abuse, some students overcame this temptation by participating in extracurricular activities, others turned to religion, while still others had a sense of pride in
themselves and realized the damage that substance abuse could do to their bodies and to
their lives. Each of the students chose a different protective factor to help them overcome
the same potential graduation barrier.
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Secondly, in response to the second research question, Table 21 provides an
overview of the traits that the nine students who participated in the interview process
determined to be present in their lives. The purpose of this chart is to visually
demonstrate that each student’s path to resiliency was different. Each student’s thoughts,
beliefs, attitudes, feelings and experiences differed from the other students in the study.
Consequently, no conclusion can be drawn as to what specific path or actions need to be
taken in order for a student to be identified as being resilient. Resiliency is thus the result
of a combination of factors; a combination that varies from one individual to another.
This conclusion is consistent with findings from previous research studies on
dropout prevention and resiliency. Henderson & Milstein (2003) found that “resiliency is
a characteristic that varies from person to person and can grow or decline over time”
(p.8).
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Table 21: Interviewed Students Resiliency Traits
David Blanca Pepe Cecilia Valeria Pamela Aylin Mayra Guillermo
Thinking
Beyond the
Moment
Internal Locus
of Control
Positive SelfIdentity
Self Pride
Self- Motivated
Reading
Foundation
Head Start /
Pre–K
Caring
teachers/mentors
Extra-Curricular
Activities
School Spirit
High School
Setting
Family
Friends
Boyfriends
/Girlfriends
God / Religion
Parental
Discipline

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X
X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X
X
X
X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X
X
X
X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

Two items are of special note on this table. First, just because a box is not
checked off for a particular student does not necessarily indicate that the student did not
possess that trait; it only indicates that the individual did not mention it in either the
interview or the senior memory book. For example, David could have very well attended
Head Start or Pre-Kindergarten, but he failed to mention it at any time during the data
collection.
Secondly, the chart also indicates which of the 16 traits each student felt helped
them to succeed, it does not necessarily indicate what the student believes is needed to
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help others to succeed. For example, Pepe did not indicate a positive relationship with
any teacher as contributing to his success, but he does believe that caring relationships
with adults on campus, as well as, the role that teachers play in education are vital to the
success of students. Similarly, David did not attribute his success to any assistance
provided to him by his family, but he does believe that the family unit can be of great
assistance to at-risk students.
Many Paths to Resiliency
The conclusion that there are many paths to resiliency is also supported by
evidence found in answering both research questions. First, the differing paths to
resiliency are evident in the way students were able to overcome barriers in their lives.
For example, at least three students identified learning English as a potential barrier to
their graduation. Two of the three students were able to further develop their native
language before being placed in all English classrooms. This instructional approached
helped them to be successful and graduate. On the other hand, one male student opted to
move into an all-English setting after only one year of school with Spanish support. In
his opinion, this move helped him to be successful in school. Either way, the students in
this study believed that there were different paths to overcoming the language barrier
placed before them.
Secondly, each of the 9 interview participants followed a different path to
resiliency. Each had his or her own distinct set of characteristics or traits that contributed
to his or her success. Blanca was identified with 11 different traits leading to resiliency
while Aylin and Pamela possessed ten. On the other hand, Cecilia and Guillermo only
revealed that they possessed 6 out of the sixteen traits. For the purposes of this study, the
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number of traits possessed is irrelevant because each one of the students succeeded by
graduating from high school. Cecilia or Guillermo could have been less open about their
past or their particular feelings in either their senior memory book or in their interview
than were Blanca, Aylin or Pamela. This fact does not make any one student or path to
resiliency better, only different. Differences will arise between individuals.
All Students Can Reach a Measure of Resiliency
According to Benard (2005) resiliency is “an innate capacity bolstered by
environmental protective factors” and not a special trait that some students possess and
other students do not (p.9). “Everyone has the capacity for resiliency” (Henderson &
Milstein, 2003, p. 3). This reality became clear as the lives of these individuals were
studied in more depth. These students were identified as resilient at this time of their
lives. Each of them overcame obstacles in their lives to graduate. However, it should be
pointed out that it cannot be necessarily concluded that a student in this class who does
not graduate in May is not resilient or may not become resilient in the future.
If this study had been conducted a year earlier on students in their third year of
high school, some of the students in this study would not have been included. David
would have been classified as a ninth grader who had little to no chance of graduating
within the next academic year. Cecilia and Pepe had not yet passed their exit level TAKS
tests and were not on track to graduating. The students in this study happened to be
studied at the right time under the correct circumstances. Any number of students could
fit the definition of resiliency at some point and time. Resilient or non-resilient then, are
labels that are dependent upon the life circumstances at a particular point in time.
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This conclusion leads to the most important finding of this research study with
implications for students, families, and school personnel: What happens in students’ lives
and the people in students’ lives make a difference. The implications of this study
provide insights about how to foster resiliency in all students. If all students have the
capability of being resilient and overcoming obstacles in their lives and the path of
resiliency that students follow is not predetermined, then outside influences as well
student decisions can help. Since “resilience does not come from rare and special
qualities, but from the everyday magic of ordinary, normative human resources in the
minds, brains, and bodies of children in their families and relationships and in their
communities” (Masten, 2001, p. 235), then there are serious yet plausible implications for
individuals who want to see more students become resilient and overcome the obstacles
that life has placed before them.

Implications
The three findings from this research study have direct implications for anyone
interested in helping at-risk students succeed. As conclusions one and two, stated there
are a number of different combinations of traits and characteristics that can be afforded to
students as they attempt to overcome their educational obstacles and there is no single
path towards resiliency. The third finding, that all students are capable of achieving
resiliency, implies that with the right support and direction, all at-risk students have the
ability to overcome the obstacles placed before them. In light of these three findings, the
implications for this study are far-reaching. There are implications for the students
themselves, for school personnel, and for friends and family members who want to help.
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Additionally, there are two socio-political implications as well. All of the implications of
this study on each of the three populations - students, school personnel, and
friends/family members – and the political implications are outlined below.
Implications for Students
The implications for at-risk students, based upon the research conducted in this
study, is directly related to the academic, social, and resiliency factors that have been
shown to contribute to an individual’s ability to attain a high school diploma. The
primary implication for all students, at-risk or not, is that the ability to overcome
obstacles is within reach. The steps, as exemplified by the students in this study, are
presented below.
(1) Students need to realize that they can control their own destinies. This
study looked at an internal locus of control, self-motivation and self-determination as
reasons why some students were able to succeed. These students did not allow friends,
family members, teachers, counselors, administrators or anyone else to shape their
educational pathway. The students in this study did not allow their circumstances to
cause them to fail. They set a goal for themselves early on in their lives, and they
unwaveringly pursued that goal. Even when times were the most difficult and the path
seemed obscured by problems with the law, pregnancies, financial difficulties, family
problems, language barriers, or drugs, the students in this study were able to overcome,
not because they were gifted or had special abilities, but because they took control of
their lives, and also sought assistance when needed. That they never gave up on
themselves and worked hard to achieve their accomplishments.
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(2) Students need to set obtainable goals and realize that sacrifices have to be
made. The students in this study set obtainable goals for themselves. Some simply
wanted to graduate from high school, some wanted to go to college, and others had
professional goals including that of becoming a teacher, police officer, cosmetologist,
doctor or a marine. But these students knew what they wanted to be; they set their sight
on a goal, made the appropriate plans to achieve that goal, and moved forward. They
also realized that there would be sacrifices along the way. Some changed their friends,
some gave up their free time, some lost a boyfriend/girlfriend, and some even gave up
their native country to have an opportunity to reach their goals. They set a goal,
determined how to achieve the goal, sought assistance when needed, and then relentlessly
pursued that goal.
(3) Students need to be proud of who they are. No matter how many at-risk
traits were present in any one of the individuals in this study, they were proud of who
they were and what they had accomplished. Each individual had what he or she
identified as “a shining moment” in their lives that they were able to feel good about.
Many of the students in this study came from poverty or broken homes or drug-infested
communities, but they showed pride in themselves. More often than not, this pride came
forth from an adversity that they had overcome. The data from this study showed that it
is important to have a sense of self worth and pride. This sense of self worth and pride
will help students to overcome the obstacles of life that lie ahead of them.
(4) Students need to participate in extra-curricular activities that they enjoy.
Participating in an enjoyable activity outside of school was also found to be a strong
predictor of resiliency in the participating students. For some students this was football,
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soccer, or band, all school-sponsored, competitive, organized activities. Other students
stayed after school to draw or to learn photography or to simply participate in social
functions, such as school dances or pep rallies. By participating in enjoyable activities
after school, these students felt more connected to the school, developed close
friendships, and learned life lessons from outside teachers and coaches.
(5) Students need to read. A number of students in this study reaped the benefits
of reading. Most enjoyed reading at an early age and many read complete series of books
for entertainment. They also felt confident in their reading ability, which translated into
their academic success while in high school. Unfortunately, few continued to read for
enjoyment during their high school years, but all 46 of them had the necessary reading
skills and comprehension ability to pass 4 exit level exams in order to graduate from high
school.
(6) Students need to actively seek out relationships with caring adults. All of
the students in this study either had a relationship with a caring adult or they
recommended having a relationship with an adult on campus. By having someone to talk
to who knew and understood the school system, students were able to feel more
connected to the school and were able to know more about the opportunities and
assistance that the school offered. These caring adults provided someone to go to during
the difficult times of life. Students who have someone who cares about them and knows
that they are cared for possess invaluable traits that can lead to a successful high school
career.
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Implications for School Personnel.
The implications for school districts and school personnel are numerous. “More
than any institution except the family, schools can provide the environment and
conditions that foster resiliency in today’s youth and tomorrow’s adults” (Henderson &
Milstein, 2003, p. 2). Professional educators have the right and the responsibility to help
all students reach their goals. The nine implications for school personnel found in this
study can have a significant impact on the lives of at-risk children in our schools.
(1) School personnel should help students realize that they control their own
destiny and provide support to make this possible. It is one thing for students to
believe that they control their own destiny and it’s another to allow them to have that
control. Institutional mandates can hamper and constrict the control that students have
over their future. Tracking students into predetermined classes, providing college and
scholarship information to select groups of students, building relationships with only the
“good” kids, limiting opportunities for advanced coursework, inconspicuously
encouraging students to leave school, are all serious detriments to students regardless of
whether or not they are in the privileged group. All students need to be provided the
opportunity, the information, and the option to control their own destiny. Anything less
is a disservice to students who may or may not have reached their potential.
(2) Challenge students academically, but provide assistance when needed.
All students should be allowed to take advanced academic coursework. The students in
this research study respected teachers who pushed them and who encouraged them to do
more and to do better. Students who were taking advanced classes were introduced to a
different set of friends and were able to be around others who were thinking about
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college and who were planning well beyond high school. Unfortunately, sometimes
students do not voluntarily challenge themselves and seek out more difficult classes. Few
of the students in this survey sought advanced classes, but those who were encouraged,
accepted the challenge and took advanced courses. School personnel can seek out
students who can flourish in a challenging environment and encourage them to take
advanced classes. The school’s responsibility is then to provide assistance such as
tutoring programs or mentoring programs to help students who are reaching beyond
themselves academically to have the assistance they need to be successful.
(3) Hire caring, dedicated teachers, counselors and administrators. All of the
at-risk students who participated in the study either had or strongly recommended caring
teachers. These teachers assigned meaningful work, followed through with their
promises, challenged the students, and taught in a way that was relevant. Of all identified
characteristics, students pointed out that it was important to have teachers who cared
about them as individuals. They wanted teachers who cared enough to do what was best
for their students. School personnel need to actively seek out caring, willing teachers as
well as reward and build up those who are already in the profession by caringly
contributing to the resiliency of all of their students.
(4) Discipline students fairly and consistently. The data showed that students
have a strong sense of what is right and what is wrong. They can easily see through
favoritism, and they appreciate rules being enforced fairly and consistently across all
student populations. The students in this survey preferred having teachers who enforced
the rules and kept a firm control of the classroom. On the other hand, students want
disciplinary measures that fit the crime and are not excessive. Punishing students is
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excessive. Students need to understand that they are being disciplined for their own wellbeing. The students in this study knew and could tell the difference between punishment
and discipline. They respect discipline, but despise punishment.
(5) Find ways to encourage reading in high school. Almost all of the students,
who enjoyed reading in the early grades, lost the art of reading for fun in high school.
Schools, high schools in particular, need to find ways to provide time for students to read
on their own and to continue their joy of reading into adulthood, instead of limiting
reading to something that has to be done to complete an assignment.
(6) Provide extra-curricular opportunities. Schools and school personnel need
to do a better job of providing a variety of extra-curricular activities for students to
participate in. Providing out of school activities for all students including athletics, band,
and drama, is important, but this recommendation also goes beyond competitive,
organized activities. The Twenty First Century Grant received by Border High School
was of great assistance in providing educational opportunities for students outside the
regular school day. These educational opportunities do not always have to be centered
around a core content area, but include activities such as painting, photography, chess,
playing the guitar, computer games, and dance. Educational opportunities do not have to
be competitive, but can simply be enjoyable activities for students after school hours.
Schools need to provide more of these types of opportunities for all students.
(7) Ensure that students in need have access to early education programs.
Head Start and Pre-Kindergarten programs were the first protective factors in the lives of
the at-risk students in this study. Most of the students in this study who attended an early
education program identified this first level of education assistance as a significant factor
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in their educational careers. School districts and school personnel need to ensure that
children in need of early educational assistance are provided the opportunity to be on
grade level by the time they enter first grade.
(8) Provide a meaningful sex education curriculum. The implementation of a
student sex education curriculum for any school district is and will be controversial and
complicated. Despite the difficult task, schools must do more, with parental assistance, to
help reduce the growing teenage pregnancy numbers. School sponsored sex education
should be provided to all students, males and females alike, and communicated to all
parents with the following four key components. First, there must be parental
involvement and the parental right to refusal so long as parents agree to address the topic
with their child. Secondly, sex education instruction should be provided for students as
soon as signs of sexual awareness and experimentation are evident. This stage is not the
same for all children and thus sex education programs should not be assigned to a certain
grade level, but to the maturity level of the child, regardless of their age or grade
classification. Additionally, though abstinence is the only 100% effective birth control
method, other options also need to be discussed with students, especially with those who
are already sexually active. Finally, the sex education program should also focus on selfesteem, self-worth and self-respect as well as the need to respect the rights and beliefs of
others.
(9) Encourage the expression of religion. Contrary to current educational
trends, schools should embrace religion and the belief in a higher being that loves and
cares for His creation. The students in this study who believed that a higher being with a
higher purpose was actively involved and engaged in their lives attributed their success to
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God. They believed that a spiritual force was a work in their lives. Obviously public
schools should not endorse one religious belief over another, but instead of suppressing
religious expression in schools, public educators should encourage individuals to rely on
their faith and to use their belief in God as a positive attribute, not a detriment to
education. The rights of students who believe in God should not be restricted by those
who do not believe in a higher being because this unhindered belief may help more
students to be successful in school.
Implications for Friends and Family Members
Implications for friends and family members of at-risk students can be drawn
from the findings in this study. Family members, especially an individual’s mother, were
consistently mentioned by the students in this study as having an enormous impact on the
life of a child. For parents, family members, or friends who want to help a student
succeed academically, the implications provided below are what was shown to have
helped the at-risk students in this study.
(1) Parents should develop loving and caring relationships with their child.
The most beneficial thing a parent can do for his or her child is to have a loving, caring
relationship with the child. All of the students in this study either had a caring
relationship with one of their parents, or they believed that this type of relationship was
invaluable. Children know when someone truly cares and students will stop at nothing
for the love of a family member or friend. Many of the students in this study
accomplished so much more than they ever dreamed possible because of the
unconditional love of a caring family member or friend in their lives.
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(2) Parents should encourage their children to do well. The parents and other
family members of students in this survey encouraged their children in many different
ways. Some parents encouraged their children by continually providing positive
feedback or by reinforcing the “you can do it” attitude or simply by praising their child
even during difficult times. Parents also encouraged their children to get good grades, to
work hard in school, to attend school regularly and to “do your best.” The form of
encouragement was not as important as the fact they there encouraged. To help a child
succeed, they need encouragement from the people who mean the most to them.
(3) Parents should support their children educationally. Closely related to
encouragement is support. Encouragement is verbal, while support takes the form of
action. Support can mean making arrangements for your child to stay after school,
attending your child’s school events, making sure that all of their physical and emotional
needs are met, and by advocating for your child’s educational needs in conjunction with
the school. The students in this study who had the support of their parents also
demonstrated a resilient attitude and, with the help of their parents, overcame the
obstacles in their lives.
(4) Seek assistance if necessary. All of the students in this study had someone, a
parent, friend, boyfriend or girlfriend, teacher or counselor who helped them through the
difficult times in their lives. Family members or friends who do not know exactly what
to do or how to help can actively seek out assistance from someone at the school or in the
community who can and will help by seeking assistance. Some individuals may be
reluctant to provide the student with the necessary assistance, but parents and students
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should be persistent and continually seek out assistance. There is always someone
available to help a child reach their goals and be successful academically.
Policy Implications
In addition to the student, school and community implications listed above this
study also revealed two state and national policy implications. Both implications,
derived from Hispanic at-risk student voices, must be addressed before more students
become disheartened and fail to reach their educational potential.
At the state and possibly the national level, the adoption of state-mandated, statecreated high school exit-level exams has to be addressed. The strain, stress and anxiety
that these tests place on teenagers is undeservedly daunting. Understandably, schools and
students do need to be held educationally accountable, but the current testing
requirements in many states may be doing more harm than good. Alternative testing
methods and graduation requirements need to developed and implemented. Possible
solutions could include performance-based testing, project-based testing or even allowing
students to graduate high school by passing technical or trade-based certification exams.
Not all students have the desire or motivation to pass a dozen or more high stakes content
area exams in four years in order to graduate from high school, as now required of
incoming freshmen this school year by the state of Texas. But if students could be tested
or show competence in academic or technical fields of interest to them then their
likelihood of completing high school would be greatly increased.
The second policy implication, exemplified by Aylin, is of national concern. “I
feel like a foreigner in my own country.” Aylin made this statement in reference to the
fact that she felt lost and unwanted here in the United States. Like hundreds of thousands
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of children, she was brought to this country by her parents at an early age and grew up
living, thinking, learning and dreaming like a U.S. citizen. But, upon her successful
completion of high school she was faced with the hard reality that her post-secondary
educational opportunities were severely limited. With no federal financial aid and
limited state aide available for college her dream of continuing her education waned.
Something has to be done for students like Aylin. They were brought to this
country by their parents with little or no input and no other options. They have made the
best of their educational opportunities, despite the odds. They have broken no laws.
They have done no wrong. They should not be to blame for the actions of their parents.
Instead they should be judged on their own merit. If these innocent children can come to
a foreign country, learn a new language, adapt to a new culture, and successfully
complete a high school education, something that many natural-born citizens have a hard
time doing, then they should be rewarded, not punished for their accomplishments. They
should be given the right to stay and the right to a college education, based on their own
merits, just like any other high school graduate. They should be given the opportunity to
succeed, to prove their worth to their new country and to give back to a country that
should pride itself on doing the right thing; morally and ethically treating our children
like family, not foreigners.
Aylin is an exceptionally resilient student. Unlike so many undocumented high
school graduates she has obtained local scholarships and is working her own way through
her second year of college. She has overcome the odds. But she is the exception, not the
rule. All of the implications presented above, especially the political implications, need
to be addressed. All students deserve the right to an education and students, educators,
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family members, friends and politicians need to do their part to ensure that this right is
never compromised.
Future Research
In light of the fact that every seven seconds a student decides to drop out of high school,
educators in the United States need to do more to help at-risk students graduate from high
school (Swanson, 2010). There is a need to continue to study the factors that contribute
to a large number of students deciding to leave school before graduating. There is also a
need to understand and learn from the success stories of resilient students. All students
have the capacity to be resilient (Benard, 2004; Henderson & Milstein, 2003). The
question, then, becomes how can resiliency be fostered and enhanced in individuals who
are in the most need of assistance. Specifically, more research needs to be conducted in
the following three areas.
First, while most dropout research has been focused on describing risk factors,
more emphasis needs to be placed on specific protective factors that help students to
succeed (Bradshaw, et al., 2008). More research needs to be conducted on at-risk students
who have deviated from the expected path of failure and overcome the obstacles they
face (Englund, et al., 2008).
Secondly, more research needs to be conducted on Hispanic youth and their
education. Hispanics are now the fastest growing group in the country and will easily
become the largest school age population in many states within the next 10 to 20 years
(US Census Bureau, 2010). There is limited research on predominately Latino/a high
schools and educators need to understand more about how to help these students succeed
academically (Cavazos & Cavazos Jr, 2010).
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Lastly, more research needs to be conducted similar to the work of Morales
(2010) on the interrelationship of resiliency protective factors and how they work
together in helping at-risk students be successful. Specifically, expanded research needs
to be conducted on the role of school and school personnel traits and their
interconnectedness with the individual resiliency traits of Hispanic students. Through the
implementation and the application of further research in the field of education on
dropout prevention and resiliency, educators in the United States can make a difference
for at-risk students in high school.

Summary
Every day thousands of students decide to quit school and give up their
opportunity to receive a high school education (Swanson, 2010). Failing to graduate
increases their likelihood of living in poverty, being unemployed, living on government
assistance, and going to jail (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010; Kimball, 2006; J. A.
Patterson, et al., 2007). Many of these high school dropouts are of Hispanic origin. In
fact, Latinos have the highest dropout rate of all major ethnic groups in the United States
(Chapman, et al., 2010). Their high dropout rate, coupled with the fact that Latinos are
the fastest growing ethnicity in the US equals one of the most pressing education
problems facing the nation today (P. Gándara & Contreras, 2009).
Research as to why students decide to leave school before graduation has
identified numerous traits or characteristics of potential high school dropouts. These
traits, often referred to as at-risk traits include, but are not limited to low academic
performance, behavioral problems, low socioeconomic status, absenteeism, household
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size, educational attainment level of the mother, living with both biological parents, total
number of school attended, first sexual experience at age 15 or below, percentage of
peers going to college, and optimism about the future. The more at-risk traits a student
possess the greater the likelihood that they will not graduate from high school.
The purpose of this research study was to select students who possessed multiple
at-risk traits and who were in danger of not graduating from high school and to determine
from them what factors contributed to their successful completion of a high school
education. This study has identified students who overcame multiple at-risk traits as
being resilient. Resiliency was defined as the ability to overcome adversity and to reach
a measure of success when a predictive outcome based on previous occurrences would
indicate failure.
The resilient students identified in this study provided biographical information
focusing on their educational careers through the writing of senior memory books and
through personal interviews. Forty-six at-risk students participated in the study by
submitting their memory books for review and nine of the forty-six were chosen to
participate in focus group interviews. The data gathered through both sources was
analyzed using grounded theory and yielded answers to the two research questions posed
in this study:
(1) What factors do these resilient students identify as obstacles as to why
students drop out, and how did they overcome these obstacles in their personal
lives?
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(2) What factors contributed to the resiliency and eventual high school graduation
of Hispanic students possessing multiple at-risk factors in a South Texas High
School?
In response to the first research question, five primary obstacles to graduation
were identified by the resilient students in this study. They also identified the different
ways in which they were able to overcome these obstacles. The five obstacles were
substance abuse, teen sexual relations, the role of first language, teachers, and the TAKS
test administered by the state of Texas. The resilient students in this study were able to
overcome the temptation of substance abuse by participating in extra-curricular activities,
by abstaining for religious reasons, by witnessing first-hand the devastating effects of
drugs, and by having a strong sense of pride in themselves. The sexually active teenagers
in this study who became pregnant during high school used their desire for a better life
for their children and the assistance they received from their parents as factors
contributing to their ability to finish school. The students in this study whose native
language was Spanish succeeded in graduating by remaining in classes taught in their
native language for multiple years and building a strong foundation in Spanish before
taking all English classes. The students also overcame the negative effects of school
personnel by either becoming submissive and doing exactly what was asked of them or
by actively seeking out supportive individuals to help them graduate. Finally, students
were able to overcome the negative educational effects of the TAKS test by refusing to
give up even after failing multiple times and by the receiving encouragement and
assistance from caring teachers and family members.
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In response to the second research question, sixteen different resiliency traits,
divided into three categories, were identified by the students. The first category was
internal traits possessed by the students. This category included thinking beyond the
moment, an internal locus of control, a positive self-identity, a sense of pride, selfmotivation and a strong foundation in reading. The second category of resiliency traits
identified by the students was classified as school traits. This category included
participation in early childhood education, having caring teachers, school spirit,
participation in extra-curricular activities, and the high school setting. The third category
of resiliency traits included both family and community characteristics. This category,
identified as external traits, included the students’ family, friends, boyfriend/girlfriend,
belief in God/religion and parental disciplinary style.
The findings to both research questions lead to three distinct conclusions. First,
there is not a single factor or combination of factors that can be identified as the path to
resiliency. In fact, the data from this study suggests that there are many different
combinations of factors that can potentially help a student to be successful. The third
conclusion drawn from this study is that all students have the capability to overcome the
obstacles to graduation placed before them with the correct assistance and internal
personal traits.
Based on these conclusions, the implications for students, school personnel and
interested family and friends are readily identifiable. For students, the six implications
include realizing that they have the ability to control their own destiny, setting reasonable
goals and accepting the sacrifices that reaching those goals entails, being proud of who
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they are, participating in extra-curricular activities, reading, and actively seeking out
caring relationships with adults.
The implications for school personnel include helping students realize that they
control their own path to success or failure, challenging students academically while
providing educational support, hiring caring, dedicated school personnel, disciplining
students fairly and consistently, finding ways to encourage high school students to read,
providing multiple extra-curricular activities for students to participate in after school
hours and providing early educational opportunities for students in need.
For family members and friends of at-risk high school students, implications
include developing a loving caring relationship with the student, encouraging the student,
supporting the student, and seeking out additional, professional assistance when
necessary.
The findings from this study are localized and specific to the participating
students, but their responses, and the paths they chose leading to success can be
replicated and can provide recommendations for helping at-risk students who decide to
leave school on a daily basis. My hope, as a researcher and practitioner, is that the
findings from this study and can help more Hispanic students attain the educational goals
they deserve as children in the United States’ public education system.
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Appendix A – Dropout Prevention Strategies
Domain
Addressing protective
factors:
Social Support

Monitoring and
mentoring

Personal and social
skill development

Parental involvement

Addressing Risk
Factors
Academic instruction

Academic support

Specific Strategies

Institute a peer mentoring system or buddy system.
Assign socially skilled, academically successful mentors to
support and coach at-risk students.
Develop a helping culture and encourage peer support within the
school.
Assign adult monitors or advocates to identified at-risk students
to track progress and follow up with parents.
Partner with volunteers from the community, local colleges, and
so forth to identify capable and motivated adult mentors.
Provide explicit social skills instruction.
Teach relevant coping and problem-solving skills (e.g., time
management with part-time jobs and school, caring for family
members while in school).
Implement service learning activities
Involve parents in dropout prevention programs ( e.g., provide
information on student’s participation in school-based programs,
offer parent training)
Identify person (e.g., family advocate) in the school with whom
parents can feel comfortable communicating their concerns

Assist teachers in providing more academic instruction and
spending less time on behavior management
Provide teacher training on effective and efficient classroom
management strategies
Offer after-school study skills and time management classes
Implement adult/peer tutoring programs at times convenient for
students
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Appendix B – Senior Memory Book Assignment
SENIOR MEMORY BOOK
For your 6th sixth week exam grade, you will write a book, a Senior Memory Book. It
will consist of your memories and thoughts as your reflect on your educational career and
how and why you succeeded in graduating from high school. It will be due on
______________ but you must begin now and work on it for the remainder of this term
in order to complete it on time without rushing.
Final Product:
The final product will be presented to me in a book-form designed by you and that
reflects your educational experience. Your book might be a photo album, a loose leaf
notebook, have a scrapbook setup, or anything else you might design. The chapters will
be enhanced with items that help to illustrate your chapters such as pictures, drawings,
newspaper/magazine clippings, etc. Each chapter will be done on chosen papers, with
chosen fonts and colors to reflect each chapter and the author. The final order will be as
follows:

Title Page
Dedication Page
Chapters 1-14 (in some sort of logical order, of course)
Do not turn in anything larger than 18” by 18”. You will probably want to keep this for
your memories, and believe me you will not want anything larger to store and pack.

Grades:
If your Senior Memory Book is complete and shows some creativity and thought, your
grade will be no less than an 80. All of the chapters will need paragraphs of explanation
or be in essay form and must be at least ¾ of a page in length. All chapters must include
some text – typed or neatly written. The other 20 points you will earn with thoroughness,
creativity and neatness.
Any book that is a bunch of “junk” will not receive the creativity portion of the grade.
Any book that is handed in late will have an automatic deduction of 25 points for the
first day and an additional -10 each subsequent day.
Individual chapters or whole books may be handed in early. (Just hand in the rubric so I
can write in the score.) One of the chapters may be presented orally – make
arrangements for class time for that.
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Do NOT ask me how long each chapter must be! Some might be a whole page, some
three quarters of a page, and some five pages. I don’t know!
Each of the following is worth 5 pts. You will choose fourteen of the Chapters plus do
the Title Page and the Dedication Page for 80 points. The other 20 points will be based
on thoroughness, creativity and neatness.
Chapters and Descriptions: (These are suggestions – feel free to modify the titles.)
Title Page: Should be VERY eye-catching. An appropriate title, your name and a date.
Remember: 18 “ x 18” OR smaller!
Dedication Page: One paragraph minimum – To whom or what would
you like to dedicate your memory book and why.
Chapter:

"My Heritage"--Write a description of your ethnic background, being
sure you include both parents' genealogy. Do some research! Turn in a
list of at least three sources: individuals in your family, family history
pamphlets from family reunions, library research on your name or the
country from which your ancestors came, etc. You may also want to
include how your family valued school and their educational
background.

Chapter:

"Family Lore"--Collect at least three family stories from a variety of
family members. These can be about you or about someone else in
your family. Encourage the person you talk to be as detailed as
possible and even to provide pictures if possible (photocopies are fine).
Put the five stories together in whatever logical order you feel is best;
write an introduction and a conclusion. Within the first sentence of
each story, or as a separate introduction if you write the story in that
person's voice, identify the teller and his/her relationship to you.

Chapter:

"Suddenly, I Became Me" (Earliest memories: people, places, events,
all those cute things that you did when you were tiny, that your mother
tells you about.)

Chapter:

"School Bells and More School Bells" (Your earliest years in school –
K through 3 – learning to read, special school programs, special
teachers and special friends, favorite songs, books, games, etc)
(Grades 4 and 5 -- school work gets harder – research, multiplication
tables, science experiments, other). Include how you felt about school
and the teachers you had in each grade level.

Chapter:

"I Grew Up Here" (Describe the town you grew up in along with the
neighborhood, community and house. If it is not the same town as
you live in now; also add a description of your neighborhood,
community and house.)
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Chapter:

"It All Became Clear" (Describe the point and time when you first
realized that you were going to graduate from high school)

Chapter:

"Middle School" (Getting accustomed to "big kids” school: teachers,
friends, activities, successes, heartbreaks)

Chapter:

"My Friends" (Your friends through the years and how they impacted
your life and educational experiences)

Chapter:

"I'm Really in Love This Time, Mom" (Your first serious romance;
could also be a car, sport, hobby, etc and the influence this had on
your education)

Chapter:

"My Advice" (What would you tell a classmate who was
contemplating dropping out of high school)

Chapter:

"High School: the Early Years" (Your freshman, sophomore, and
junior years in high school: highlights, troubles, successes,
heartbreaks, friends, teachers, coaches)

Chapter:

"At Last, I'm a Senior" (Your senior year: highlights, troubles, etc.
(See Chapter 14 above)

Chapter:

“My Changing World” (What has happened in the world that has
impacted or changed your life?)

Chapter:

“My Shinning Moment” (A time or event in your educational career in
which you had to overcome some obstacle that could have prevented
you from graduating)

Chapter:

“My First Day!!!” (Recall your first day of school in Port Isabel or in
the United States.)

Chapter:

“I Graduated Because…” (Who or what has made a profound
difference in helping you finish high school. This could also include
things besides people.)

Chapter:

“All I’ll Ever Need To Know I’ve Already Learned” (List your
important life lessons so far)

Chapter:

“If I Could Live My Life Over Again” (What would you change,
why?)

Chapter: “??”

Optional chapter. Chapter about anything not covered above.
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